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It’s not too late to feature Buy Nearby pages the final week 
of this month! Buying locally is more important this year than ever!

The Michigan Retailers Association’s
Buy Nearby Weekend is Almost Here!
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Retail businesses across the state will
celebrate Buy Nearby Weekend on Oct. 2-
4, offering special merchandise or sales
and the chance for one lucky shopper to
win a $500 gift card by posting a photo
while shopping local with the
#buynearbymi hashtag.

It’s all part of the Michigan Retailers
Association’s (MRA) year-round Buy
Nearby campaign that encourages
shoppers to keep their money in the
Mitten!

Sadly, shoppers this year won’t bump into
the Buy Nearby Guy mascot, the 8-foot-tall
representation of a shopping bag in the
shape of Michigan. The popular mascot is
biding his time at his Lansing home,
hoping an end to the pandemic will allow
him to venture out in 2021. Typically, he
visits several towns during the weekend to
help spread the word about the power that
consumers have when they spend their
shopping dollars locally.
Michiganders typically send $18.5 billion to
out-of-state retailers, according to a 2018
economic study by Public Sector
Consultants showed. But if they changed
just one in 10 of their purchases to a
Michigan store, our economy would get a

$1.2 billion boost and nearly 10,600 more
jobs. 

“Supporting downtown stores is more
important than ever during the pandemic,”
said MRA President and CEO Bill Hallan.
“No amount of shopping online for
convenience and saving a few pennies is
worth looking at empty storefronts in your
downtown.”

As an extra incentive to buy nearby, one
shopper will earn a $500 gift card. Just
take a selfie shopping at a local store or a
photo of your purchase during the
weekend; post it to Twitter, Facebook or
Instagram using the hashtag
#buynearbymi and you’re automatically
entered. The winner will be chosen the
following week in a random drawing. (Must
be 18 or older to win; be sure your post is
“public”). For a complete description of
contest rules, visit our photo contest page.

With 116,000 stores, Michigan’s retail
industry employs about 877,000 workers
and pays $21.6 billion in wages each year.
That’s the direct impact. Indirectly, retailers
purchase goods and services, such as
cleaning services, security staff,
accountants and more. And their

employees spend money as well, the
Public Sector Consultants study noted.

Additional information is available on the
web at buynearbymi.com and
fb.com/BuyNearbyMI.

You can also follow the campaign on
Twitter @BuyNearbyMI and on Instagram
@mibuynearby.

Michigan Retailers 
Association’s Annual
Buy Nearby Weekend is 
Oct. 2-4
Shoppers encouraged to enter 
photo contest, 
get deals at participating 
retailers
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When I heard the doorbell ring that
Saturday afternoon, I did something I had
never done before. I bought something from
a door-to-door salesperson. 

It was a pest control representative who
was canvassing the neighborhood for new
business. The logo on his bright green golf
shirt matched his truck in the driveway. He
introduced himself and said, “I see you have
a vole problem. Have you tried anything?” 

“How do you know there’s a vole problem?”
I asked.

“When I got out of the truck, I noticed the
spongy ground next to the driveway. That’s
an obvious sign.” 

In just a few seconds, he had identified a
problem. Obviously, he knew what he was
doing. “You’re right,” I said. “We’ve had
voles in our yard for several years. A
company has been working on the problem,
but that doesn’t seem to be helping.” 

Voles are small mole-like rodents that
burrow underground and feast on the bulbs
and roots of plants. The ground in an
infested area is spongy, because their
tunnels are close to the surface. A mating
pair can produce up to 100 voles in a year.
In other words, if voles settle in your yard,

you’ll have a lot of them in a short period of
time. 

That salesperson caught me at the right
time to make a sale, because he was
observant. He knew without a doubt that
there was a problem that needed to be
solved. He said his company had a special
treatment which was proven to have
impressive results. I agreed to let them give
it a try. Within a few weeks after their first
treatment, we could tell a difference.
Although the treatments haven’t eliminated
the problem completely (can anything do
that?), it has dramatically reduced the
infestation. 

His approach illustrated the importance of
being observant. His company’s customer
database probably revealed information
about neighborhoods with vole problems.
And he looked for symptoms when he
pulled into the driveway.

Although selling advertising is not quite like
selling pest control services, there are a
number of things to observe before
approaching an advertising prospect. Here
are a few examples: 

1. History. What promotions has your
prospect run in past years? What were the
results? What lessons can be learned? 

2. Time of year. Is there a prime buying
season for the widgets your prospect sells?
People usually don’t buy lawnmowers in the
winter or snowblowers in the summer. 

3. News stories. Have they announced the
addition of a new product line? Is there
going to be a grand opening of a new
location? Has there been an ownership
change? 
4. Ads in other media. Are they running ads
in other advertising outlets? That’s a clear
sign that they have a marketing budget and
may be open to other ideas. 

5. Competitors. What products and services
are currently being promoted by their
competitors? They’re running those ads
now for a reason. Maybe you could follow
their example.

Who knows? One of these ideas might ring
a bell. 

(c) Copyright 2020 by John Foust. All rights
reserved.

John Foust has conducted training
programs for thousands of newspaper
advertising professionals. Many ad
departments are using his training videos to
save time and get quick results from in-
house training. E-mail for information:
john@johnfoust.com

By John Foust
Raleigh, NC

Ad-Libs
Advertising is a problem-solving business

mailto:john@johnfoust.com
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Bob’s newest e-book is “Smart Customer Connections For Advertising Salespeople”.You can order all 4 of Bob’s books on his website:
www.bobberting.com. Read Bob’s books and discover how his vast experience and know-how can help you achieve much more
business for you and your publication. You’ll greatly benefit from the wisdom of one of America’s top advertising sales experts. Bob is
a professional speaker, advertising sales trainer, publisher marketing consultant, and leading columnist in many national and regional
newspaper trade association publications. He is the President of Berting Communications and can be reached at bob@bobberting.com
or 317-849-5408.
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More Successful Ways of
Getting New Business

One of the biggest waste of time for an
advertising salesperson is the number of
sales calls to call on and close a prospect.
Over many years, there is the consistent
message that 80% of sales are made after
the 5th call—and in some cases, well
beyond the 5th call. This effort only
happens because advertising salespeople
keep calling through dogged
determination. When the sales manager
wants to know why so many calls on a
prospect, the answer many times is about
building a relationship and this takes time.

More effective prospecting: Let’s start off
with some basic guidelines that will be
helpful to know. First of all, patience is a
virtue that needs attention. The prospect
is usually impatient. They want to get into
price and product right away which might
cause the salesperson to be confused
about what to say. On the other hand, the
salesperson could also be impatient,
thinking they have given all the benefits of
their publication and the prospect isn’t
buying his or her presentation.

Be a trusted advisor: When prospecting,
it’s wise to think about thoroughly
understanding the business of individual
prospects. The mindset has to be helping
them with the right combination of ideas
and solutions that will achieve their

objectives. This means being an expert in
all advertising solutions and asking the
right questions.

What prospects do you call on? Think
about the businesses where you speak
their language. Are they a business that
has the size and ability to take on more
business? When you do a Google search
for that business, don’t just look at the first
page of rankings, but look at the 2nd, 3rd,
and 4th pages where those businesses
need more help. Sometimes it pays to stay
with the same type of business until you’ve
sold a few of

Questions to think about: Really dig into
the following questions:

What do they sell—how do they make
money?

Who are they selling to—what target
groups?

What are the buying factors—what do
their potential customers care about?

More effective advanced planning: Check
out their website. Make a list of things NOT
on their website and prioritize them. Then
do a Google search. Many times there are
extremely valuable bits of information like
“ 10 questions to ask a particular
business”. Some of these questions may
be questions that can be answered on the
prospect’s website. It’s all about
thoroughly understanding their business
or industry.

Approaching the prospect: Many times
you need to ask for the person who is
either the owner or a management person
who can authorize an advertising
program. If you leave a voice mail
message, a very effective message can
be “ I couldn’t find this on your website and
I wanted to talk to you about it.” If by e-
mail, the subject line can have 3 quick
questions, again the same reference to
their website. Body copy in an e-mail is
more effective in bullet format, rather than
paragraphs.

Thoughts about gatekeepers: Ask for their
name. Remember their name.
Sometimes, you have to treat them as if
they are the decision maker. In most
cases, they will decide who to let in to see
the actual decision maker

Saving tons of time and effort: My opinion
is that the flow of actual contact calls with
a prospect can many times be divided into
the following sequence:

First call—Establish Credibility
Second call—Building Trust
Third Call--Solidifying Belief

The goal is to make cold calling much
more efficient by saving more time and
effort and by having a campaign or long
range program solidified and closed by the
3rd call... not the first call, as you have
been told by different authorities in
advertising sales. You’re not there to high
pressure your prospects.

By Bob Berting
Berting Communications

http://www.bobberting.com
mailto:bob@bobberting.com
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2020 STATE OF NEWSPAPERS

by Kevin Slimp
kevin@kevinslimp.com

It’s a fascinating time in 
the newspaper business,  
especially from a research 
perspective. 2020 marks my 
fifth straight year polling 
newspapers in the U.S. and 
Canada about the overall 
health of  the industry.  
I’ve just completed crunch-
ing the numbers from the 
most recent survey and  
will share some of  the  
information here.

Interestingly, the num-
ber of  papers in the U.S. 
participating in the survey 
increased compared to last 
year, with nearly 600 papers 
taking part this year, while 
just about 500 participated 
last year. At the same time, 
the number of  Canadian 
papers participating de-
creased, meaning a lot more 
U.S. publishers participated 
in the 2020 survey. The num-
ber of  participating papers 
on the West Coast was also 
low, compared to the rest of  
the country. In a nutshell, a 
significantly larger number 
of  papers in all areas of  the 
U.S., other than the West 
Coast, participated in the 
2020 survey.

It will take more than one 
column to cover everything 
we’ve learned, so let me 
share a couple of  the most 
interesting trends that stand 
out from the 2020 numbers. 
I’m going to stick with re-
sults from the U.S., since the 
number of  participants from 
Canada were too few to be 
statistically significant.

First, it looks like papers 
in all areas of  the U.S. are 
in similar boats. Regardless 

of  size, ownership or other 
factors, papers in all areas 
recorded incredibly similar 
numbers by region. 

While the Great Plains 
and Rocky Mountain States 
reported the fewest papers 
in “poor health” (11 percent 
each), the highest percentage 
in any region was just six 
points higher (Southeast: 17 
percent). Very few papers in 
any region reported papers 
in “near death” health. The 
Southwest U.S. recorded the 
highest percentage of  “near 
death” papers at 2 percent. 

Overall 7.5 percent of  U.S. 
papers report being “very 
healthy,” compared to 8.5 
percent one year ago. In 2020, 
30 percent report being “rela-
tively healthy,” compared to 
36 percent one year ago. “Not 
bad” stayed about the same, 
with 46 percent of  U.S. pa-
pers reporting their health is 
“not bad” in 2020, compared 
to 44 percent who gave the 
same answer in 2019. In 2019, 
10 percent of  respondents 
noted their papers were in 
poor health, with 14 percent 
answering that way this 
year. “Near death” stayed the 
same at 1 percent.

Add all those numbers 
together and we find that the 
industry seems to be a little 
less healthy in 2020, but not 
by much. Frankly, with the 
COVID-19 pandemic at its 
height while many papers 
were completing their 
surveys, I was surprised 
the numbers weren’t more 
foreboding.

Each year, I’m fascinated 
by the numbers relating to 
newspaper ownership. It 
feels like I’m always hearing 
that the newspaper business 
is being swallowed up by 
venture capital groups. And 
while there may be some 
truth to that among papers 

owned by national newspa-
per groups, that just doesn’t 
seem to be the case among 
most newspapers.

Overall, 60 percent of  
newspapers report being in-
dependent and locally owned. 
That’s not much of  a change 
from surveys going back to 
2015. Small groups of  one to 
five newspapers make up 12 
percent of  respondents, while 
mid-size groups (six to ten 
papers) make up 18 percent. 
Large regional groups ac-
count for 2 percent of  papers 
in the survey, while national 
groups control 6 percent of  
newspapers in the U.S.

How has ownership in 
newspapers changed over 
the past two years? Not 
much. Here’s the breakdown:

85%: No change
8%: Moved from one family/
local owner to another  
family/local owner
3%: Moved from one group 
to another group owner
2%: Moved from family/local 
owner to group owner
2%: Moved from group 
owner to family/local owner

The survey was very 
detailed, covering several 
aspects of  the business of  
newspapers in 2020. A few 
other key findings:

Staffs have gotten smaller 
since 2018, with 48 percent of  
U.S. papers reporting having 
cut the size of  their news 

staff  over the past two years, 
with 34 percent indicating a 
cut in their sales staffs.

I know it’s a chicken/egg 
type of  thing, but still it’s 
interesting that only 6 percent 
of  newspapers who haven’t 
made staff  cuts indicate being 
in poor health, compared to 14 
percent of  newspapers overall 
who answered that way. 

Of  papers who have not 
cut staff, 51 percent report 
being in as good as, or better, 
health than two years ago. 
Compared to papers who 
reduced staff  size (25 percent 
reported being in as good 
or better health than two 
years ago), these papers were 
significantly healthier.

There’s a definite correla-
tion between staff  retention 
and overall health.

From a personal per-
spective, there’s a definite 
“uptick” in the air in the 
newspaper business lately. 
I’m noticing a lot more 
newspapers, groups and as-
sociations calling to arrange 
consulting and training. 
From where I sit, it seems 
like newspapers are ready to 
begin growing again.

I just passed my 800-word 
limit. In my next column, 
I’ll cover more results from 
the 2020 newspaper industry 
survey.

Kevin Slimp can be reached at 
kevin@kevinslimp.com.

Comparing the health and ownership of papers to previous years

mailto:kevin@kevinslimp.com
mailto:kevin@kevinslimp.com
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     Selling newspaper and shopper
advertising is more difficult today
than it was just a few years ago.
There’s more competition online
and in the traditional media. But the
local market still has great potential
and the possibilities for success still
exist. Businesses want to advertise.
They just don’t know when, where,
what and how. Local newspaper
and shopper salespeople simply
have to work smarter and harder to
get their share of the business.
     I have always encouraged our
sales team to prepare to sell three
levels of advertising every time they
make an outside sales call:
     First, an exciting, unique,
community promotion or special
section that will be offered that
week only. Such an offer
overcomes the “Let me think about
it” objection since the promotion
could be sold out and disappear at
any moment.
     Second, a special request for
any “run of paper” or general
advertising the business might be
planning for that week.
     And third, a low-priced “By-the-
Way” quick and easy promotion that
can be pitched and closed on the
way out the door.
     I’ll clarify the process with some
examples, but first I need to share
a comment about the need to
determine which customers might

be most interested in the week’s
specific promotion before hitting the
street.
     Too often print salespeople
predetermine — before calling on a
slow-to-respond or physically
distant advertiser — if he or she will
buy the promotion. In doing so they
do a disservice to the advertiser,
the publication and themselves.
Rather than creating lists of
customers who will NOT buy the
promotion the sales representative
should be brainstorming who might
buy it and WHY they should.
Often that list will grow larger and

more beneficial if the salesperson
allows their co-workers to suggest
possible prospects. Too often even
the most professional salesperson
develops blinders when it comes to
seeing the opportunities that await
us on the street.
Once the list is fairly complete —

but open to additional prospects
along the way — it’s necessary to
plan the specific approach for each
prospect. One business might buy
the package because it is a way to
invest in the community while
another will buy because he thinks
the promotion will make him look
good. It’s necessary to understand
what features will excite the buyer
before starting the call so the sales
call can be centered on key closing
points.

     But, on the other hand, it is
equally important to truly believe
the package will benefit the buyer.
Nothing long lasting ever comes
from selling an expensive program
to a client that does them no good.
     I always consider the week’s
featured promotion or special
section to be my door opener. It
should be something fresh, or
proven, new or expected because it
is respected. But whatever it is, the
“feature of the week” must be
something the salespeople can
really get excited about.
     It has to be something — a
prize giveaway, coupon book,
citywide sale, championship salute
or whatever — that will grab the
buyer’s attention and give the
salesperson the opportunity to
share that story as well as two other
attempts that call to close — or lose
— the sale.
     The first presentation needs to
include information on how the
promotion will benefit the
community (every small-town
business worries about a shrinking
business district), how it will create
new revenue for the business itself,
what size ad would be best for that
business, what to feature and
include in the ad and that the
salesperson is willing to gather and
format the ad information for the
advertiser. (Continued on page 7.)

Always Attempt Three Closes
When Making Sales CallsBy Peter Wagner

Founder and Publisher,
The N’West Iowa REVIEW



CALL US! 1.800.783.0267Community Papers of Michigan - INFORMER 7

September 2020

CPM

Smart sales professionals might
also share how the theme of the
message might be spun off as part of
point-of-purchase advertising as well
as on the paper’s website or on other
local media.
     But win or lose that sale, the door
opener leads to other chances to
succeed. Once a decision is made
regarding that week’s promotion, the
salesperson should use the close
relationship moment to ask about
and obtain a share of whatever
advertising is already planned for the
next few weeks. The selling process
might include readership
demographics, other advertiser
success stories, combination and
volume rates, advertising copy and
design services available at the
publication and any deadline details.
But whether ROP is bought or not,

the salesperson has one more or
third chance to close a sale.
     
     On the way out the door, with the
client believing the sales effort is
over, the salesperson turns to the
prospective buyers and says, “By the
way, we’re doing a salute to the (Boy
Scouts, high school football team,
new city recreational trails or
whatever) and you can have your
business listed among those at the
bottom of the community support
page for just $50 or whatever the
price. Most often, relieved to see the
interview ending or perhaps
embarrassed to having said no twice
already, the client will respond with a

positive “yes.”
     Building a personal relationship
with the client, taking time to learn all
you can about the details of the
advertiser’s business, making every
effort to provide fresh ideas and
making regular service and
“friendship” calls are all good ways
to connect with a prospect. Calling
on that client with a ready 1, 2, 3
plan is the best way to turn that
relationship in to cash in the bank.
     But win or lose that sale, the door
opener leads to other chances to
succeed. Once a decision is made
regarding that week’s promotion, the
salesperson should use the close
relationship moment to ask about
and obtain a share of whatever
advertising is already planned for the
next few weeks. The selling process
might include readership
demographics, other advertiser
success stories, combination and
volume rates, advertising copy and
design services available at the
publication and any deadline details.
     But whether ROP is bought or
not, the salesperson has one more
or third chance to close a sale.
     On the way out the door, with the
client believing the sales effort is
over, the salesperson turns to the
prospective buyers and says, “By the
way, we’re doing a salute to the (Boy
Scouts, high school football team,
new city recreational trails or
whatever) and you can have your
business listed among those at the
bottom of the community support

page for just $50 or whatever the
price. Most often, relieved to see the
interview ending or perhaps
embarrassed to having said no twice
already, the client will respond with a
positive “yes.”
     Building a personal relationship
with the client, taking time to learn all
you can about the details of the
advertiser’s business, making every
effort to provide fresh ideas and
making regular service and
“friendship” calls are all good ways
to connect with a prospect. Calling
on that client with a ready 1, 2, 3
plan is the best way to turn that
relationship in to cash in the bank.

Peter W. Wagner is founder and
publisher of the award winning
N'West Iowa REVIEW and 13
additional publications. This free
monthly GET REAL newsletter is
written exclusively for State and
National Press Associations and
distributed by them to their members.
CLICK HERE, to get Wagner's free
PAPER DOLLARS email newsletter
for publishers, editors and sales
managers. The two monthly email
newsletters contain information
completely different than found in
Wagner's monthly Publisher's
Auxiliary column. Wagner can be
contacted by emailing
pww@iowainformation.com  or
calling his cell at 712-348-3550.

Always Attempt Three Closes... by Peter Wagner Continued from page 6

mailto:pww@iowainformation.com
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As we navigate the changes in our world
right now, I think it’s important to focus on
the Customer Needs Assessment. 

If you’re in a leadership role, right now you
might be saying, “No, Ryan, don’t talk
about not doing a CNA.” 

Here’s my point, though. We’re living in a
world where people are limited in cash,
limited on funds, and certainly limited on
patience. For the most part, I think
everybody right now is actually limited to
some degree in their cognitive abilities. So
how do we expect someone we’re selling
to to actually understand what they need
vs. what they want? 

Think about this regarding the Customer
Needs Assessment. Very often it focuses
in on what an advertising customer wants,
and not what they need. Think about all
the questions you ask. “What’s your
budget?” “What are your goals?” “What
keeps you up at night?” “What’s the
biggest business challenge for you?”
“How can we help you overcome that?” 

It’s all focusing on what they want. They
want paying customers, they want new
business, they want to retain business.
Want, want, want.

It really should be called the Customer
Wants Assessment, right? Think through
this with me before you shut down on the
idea. Be open-minded. I sell every day,
just like you do. I’ve been in sales and

marketing for 30 years. I didn’t stop selling
to become a media sales consultant; I
love the media sales business.

So this Customer Needs Assessment,
where we ask them what they need—it
really focuses on what somebody wants.
So if we don’t actually guide them toward
what they need, they’re going to come
back to us in the coming weeks or months
and say, “I didn’t get any ROI.” They didn’t
get the return on investment that they
needed. And so a lot of the time they didn’t
get what they needed because we gave
them what they wanted. 

So here’s what I want you to consider
in addition to the CNA: putting forth
powerful recommendations.

Let me give you some background on my
thoughts here, culled from my media
sales training.

There are a lot of impatient people out
there right now. How many of you feel
cranky right now? I feel cranky. I’m cranky
about the world, I’m cranky about politics,
I’m cranky about COVID. I’m just cranky.
And it’s difficult to deal with cranky people
you’re selling to. They try to tell you what
they want, and you’re trying to convince
them what they need, so I’d like to talk to
you about recommendations instead.

Were you aware that Nielsen, the TV
ratings and audits company, reports that
recommendations are the most trusted
form of information? This is a tool we can
use as media salespeople, and this is
something I stress in my ad sales training.
We can coach our customers on why they
need something, and what they need to
buy. And then we can get them to a point

where we not only fulfill their wants, but
we actually get to the heart of what they
need. 

Harvard Business Review had a review of
600 top sales professionals, and here’s
what they found out: Most sales reps rely
on a customer to coach them through the
sales process. Now, the superstar sales
reps that I work with in my media sales
training, we coach the customer. We know
the questions we need to ask the
customer to find out what it is they truly
need beyond what they want.

But still, most customers are going to
struggle to identify an exact need. For
example, they might say, “I need more
customers.” So I may say, “When you say
‘customers,’ can you be more specific?
Tell me more. Give me some detail about
that.”

So, to guide customers to a
recommendation, I’m doing a great
deal of comparative selling.

Creating a comparative conversation
helps you draw out ego, helps you draw
out emotion, and helps you draw out logic.
Sometimes in the advertising business,
where I spend a lot of my time, I’ll say
things like, “Who do you feel does a great
job of marketing here in our community or
industry?” I suppose they could say,
“Nobody does.” But typically they give an
example of somebody.

And then I’ll say, “Do you want to be like
them, better than them, less than them?
Do you want to be competitive with them,
or do you want to dominate them?” I work
to determine what’s the circumstance for
them. (Continued on page 10.)

By Ryan Dohrn
President/Founder, 
Brain Swell Media LLC

Are Customer Needs
Assessments Dead?
(Part One of a Two-Part Series) 
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What I don’t ask them is what their budget
is. Because if you ask them what their
budget is, they’re probably going to give
you a number based on their reality. Not
the reality of marketing in the community
where you live or the industry they serve.
My next tool to guide customers to a
recommendation is sharing success
stories through comparative selling.

When you create a comparative
conversation, you’re actually comparing
the customer that you have on the phone
to other customers that you’ve had in the
past that are very, very happy. 

Here’s an example. “Bob Jones has been
advertising with me for 6 years.   Do you
know Bob?  Every time I talk to Bob he
says he loves working with us.”  I share
what they love about me, what they love
about our digital options, what they’ve
loved about the company, what they’ve
loved about the experience--and I can

begin to compare customers.

I use these comparative conversations so
I can recommend products based on the
happiness of other customers, realizing
that other customers’ happiness will
oftentimes translate to the happiness of
this new customer that I’m trying to get.

It’s easy—and it’s all about sharing
success stories. 

But sometimes we salespeople don’t like
to do this, and the reason we don’t is
because we feel like we’re talking about a
customer behind that customer’s back. But
we’re not. What we’re actually doing is
shouting from the mountaintop how happy
other customers are with us. 

And if they’re happy, then this new
customer probably will be, too. And
happiness is ultimately what we’re
seeking.

Now, you might get really technical about
this, and you might say, “Well, Ryan, I’m
not looking for happiness, what I’m looking
for is making sure they have the ROI that
they demand.” But I am here to tell you,
when push comes to shove what most
people want to do is what others have
done to be successful. 

Just last weekend I was talking with a
friend of mine. She said, “I’m having some
great luck losing weight.” I said, “Cool! I
would love to drop 15 pounds. I think it
would make me happy. What are you
doing?”

And she told me about her weight
management plan. So I immediately went
home and looked it up online to find out
how I could get involved in this.

The point is, her success story led me to
make a great buying decision, for me. This
is a simple buying example, but it can
resonate through everything you do.
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Census 2020 is not going well. Nor is it
going as planned. This critical distinction
has been amplified by the COVID-19
pandemic, which again exposes the depth
and breadth of the digital divide in America.
Popular narratives about the digital divide
that separates our nation are too often
anchored narrowly on the mere availability
of broadband in a community. And now,
emerging narratives about Census 2020
self-reporting issues routinely fail to look
beyond the pandemic disruptions.
   Long before the launch of this decade’s
Constitutionally mandated count of the
country’s resident population, planners at
the Census Bureau smartly decided to
embrace modern technology and create an
online platform for responding to the
critically important questionnaire. But then
they made a giant leap of faith.
   Instead of allowing every household to
choose whether to participate online, by
phone or by mail, the Bureau took the
additional unprecedented step of deciding
for them. Physical paper Census forms had
been the traditional means of survey and
reply, and the expectation for generations
of respondents. But the Bureau made the
calculation this year that 78.2% of
households should want to, would be able
to — and simply would just jump online to
self-report crucial information. (Keep in
mind: the final mail response rate was 74%
in the 2010 Census.)
   So nearly 8 in 10 residential addresses
were not sent a paper form to complete at
the launch of Census 2020 — which could
have easily included directions for other
options to reply. Instead, they were mailed
“invitations to participate” online (or phone)
— in envelopes identical in size and
external message as those sent to the
21.8% who received a physical form to fill
out. And then, when most of them failed to
go online (or call), they were mailed
reminder after reminder — to go online.
Only after the fourth or fifth mailing,
depending on local delivery, did the forced-

digital group finally get a paper Census. But
for whatever reason, the envelope was
identical to the previous mailings with with
no external wording to announce that there
was finally a physical survey inside, making
it easier to again dismiss by those weary of
the web.
   From before the launch and throughout
the Census 2020 campaign, the Census
Bureau invested heavily — as it obviously
should — to promote participation and
describe the vital civic importance of
response. The continuously evolving
multimedia campaigns on broadcast, cable,
print, online and social media shared a
universal theme throughout: Reply Online!
   We are now in mid-August. The means,
mechanics and force used to push
response online for Census 2020 has been
unprecedented.
   Yet, the National Internet Self-Response
Rate is still barely above 50% — and time
is running out.
   The pandemic didn’t help Census 2020
efforts. Nor did it create the digital divide.
Instead, it compounded the multiple
dynamics that make it so wide and deep.
And it would seem now that the final
Bureau plan ignored the variety of reasons
why Americans so often choose not to opt-
in to electronic communications when given
the choice of paper — especially when they
consider the correspondence to be
sensitive, personal or important.
   The digital divide is far more complex
than not having the availability of
broadband infrastructure where one lives or
works. Mere availability is a significant yet
separate problem from personal
affordability of broadband. Which is distinct
from actual adoption and practical use of
the expensive, fee-for-service
communications infrastructure. All of which
also require additional, expensive tools
including fairly new hardware and very
recent software, and a place where they
are available.  Clearly, we have a long way
to go to eliminate the challenges that will

enable everyone to more fully embrace and
participate in all things digital — including
Census 2020.
   This is why consumer advocates
including Keep Me Posted relentlessly
explain to policymakers and companies
that digital-only communications are not
for everyone. Printed and digital options
are necessary for full inclusion and
broader participation in commerce and
community. Collectively, we need to
appreciate that so many of our neighbors
report difficulties in accessing online
technologies, have security concerns
about online fraud, or require paper
communications for practical reasons. The
digital divide is not limited to older adults,
low-income households without
computers or broadband service, people
in rural areas where unreliable internet
access is common, minority populations in
urban areas with theoretical availability but
not affordable access, and the one in four
people living with a disability of some kind
that are three times more likely to say that
they never go online.
   The future of a vibrant, inclusive and fully
counted America needs an accurate
Census 2020 that is not irreparably
damaged by unwavering plans and artificial
deadlines. Our country cannot
afford a lack of will to learn and adapt
under urgent circumstances — and must
take the additional steps with extended
timelines to assure fully representative
results. KMP urges Congress to
immediately pass legislation to extend the
legal deadline for Census 2020 — and
implores the Census Bureau to send a
paper form to all non-responsive
residences in an envelope clearly marked
“Final Notice: Paper Form Enclosed —
Postage Paid” along with robust and safe
in-person measures to count communities
historically known to be a challenge to
include as required by our Nation’s
founding document.

Census 2020 Woes Expose Deep Digital Divide and Reinforce
Enduring Need for Paper Options - Jim Haigh, Keep Me Posted North America
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