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I’ve worked at the South Dakota Association of Rural Water Systems since April 2012. 
My duties at the Association include, but aren’t limited to, assembling our 
Association magazine and a cooperative magazine, our electronic communications, 
managing our website, social media, and membership database, assisting staff with 
the planning of all of our major events, as well as designing all of the Association’s 
print and digital marketing materials. I have a Bachelor of Arts Degree in Mass 
Communication from South Dakota State University.
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Before working for our association, I gained experience in journalism, printing, 
photography, and graphic design. I live in Madison, SD, with my husband, John, two 
boys, James and Jacob, and our chocolate lab, Sophie. One fun fact about me is that I 
live in a state park! My husband manages Lake Herman State Park (which he says is 
the best park in the state), and his job comes with housing. Our family is very active 
in Boy Scouts. When I’m not partaking in scouts or one of our family's endless 
conversations about scouts, I enjoy traveling, hiking, and hanging out with these 
guys.
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The South Dakota Association of Rural Water Systems was founded in 1976, and is 
headquartered in Madison, SD, which is located about an hour north of our largest 
city, Sioux Falls on the east side of the state. We also have a satellite office in 
Spearfish, which is located on the west side of the state. There are 16 staff at our 
association: our Executive Director, Kurt Pfeifle, Deputy Director Jeremiah Corbin, as 
well as an office manager, marketing person, 6 technical assistance training 
specialists, 3 circuit riders, 3 wastewater specialists, and a source water protection 
specialist.
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MISSION:
To provide the 
highest quality 
services that meet 
the needs of and 
supports the 
collective efforts of 
our water and 
wastewater 
membership



South Dakota is home to 33 regionalized rural water systems, as pictured here on the 
map. Founded in the early 1970s, the systems have expanded to serve a majority of 
the state. They have succeeded where many city utilities have foundered. Most cities 
and towns in South Dakota are now served, in one form or another, by a rural water 
system. 
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So, let's dive into it. Communication Challenges. Water system managers and board 
members know better than anyone the challenges they face. Everything from aging 
infrastructure to rising costs, an array of issues weigh heavily on a system. 
Communicating those issues to water users is a big challenge.
*** Challenge one is Silent service - Water systems are always there when you need 
them, but rarely heard from
*** Challenge two is Undervalued - Customers don't understand the true cost of the 
work involved in delivering clean water to their tap.
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COMMUNICATION CHALLENGES

•  SILENT SERVICE

•  UNDERVALUED



***Challenge number three is Unaware - Customers are unaware of the reality of 
aging water infrastructure and other challenges systems face

*** Number four is Communication Lag - Water utilities often lag behind other 
utilities when it comes to communications.
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*** Take for granted - Customers take their water for granted – their bill is often 
small enough and/or consistent enough that they don't give it a second thought.

*** Lastly, Miscommunication - Customers often first hear about rate changes 
through the media, which can result in misinformation or miscommunication. All of 
this adds up to a potential disconnect between how ratepayers see their water 
service – if they even think about it – and the real challenges water utilities face in 
delivering that service.
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Utilities are constantly communicating with customers both verbally and non-
verbally, as well as proactively and reactively. While utilities communicate knowingly 
and at will, there are times they communicate without much thought. ***Proactive 
communication comes when utilities send out bills or other reoccurring information, 
and ***reactive communication is typically the result of customers contacting about 
bill inquiries, requests for service turn-on and shut-off, or to report a problem or 
service outage. To make communications more effective, utilities must understand 
their customers’ needs and interests. 
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Utilities need to know the response they are seeking from customers when planning 
their communications and outreach. Sending monthly bills with an insert is passive 
and not very effective. Although the audience is captive, a poorly targeted message is 
often ignored. Posting information on a website will likely not be found unless a 
customer is actively searching for it. Email blasts and social media campaigns will 
reach customers but may not lead to action. Such messages are typically read when 
in transit or multitasking, making them an afterthought. It often takes several pushes 
for these messages to resonate before action is taken.
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In the past, utilities were an integral part of the community, but business practices 
have created a divide over the years. Utilities must bridge this divide by becoming 
more community-minded and being a larger part of the trusted community. 
Promoting trust is a complex challenge that requires transparency from the utility and 
a commitment to meeting the customer’s evolving expectations. To build trust and 
commitment through effective customer communication management, utility 
companies should consider these three things:
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***Be aware of your customer's needs and what drives them. What drives your 
customers? Better service, reliability, or something else? If you understand your 
customer's preferences and motivations, you can create a communication plan that 
will resonate with them.
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***Create clear goals for communications. What are you trying to accomplish? Is 
your utility striving for better service or reliability?

***Build a strategy around those goals. There is no one-size-fits-all for building 
strategies because each utility has different needs, goals, and customers.

It's important to ensure the customer communication goals align with what your 
customers want and then create strategies around those specific needs to ensure a 

great customer experience. 
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An ongoing communications program can help engage and educate customers on the 
value of water, including the true cost of its reliable delivery to the tap.

No matter which communication methods you choose, it’s important to establish an 
overarching strategy to ensure your message remains consistent and on-point. 
Inconsistency will undermine the effectiveness of your message and can erode 
customer trust. 
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There are many methods water utilities can employ to proactively communicate the 
value of water and water services to their customers. Each does involve both cost and 
effort, but it isn't necessary to use all of them. Choose those that make sense for your 
system and available resources. This slide shows some effective touchpoints that are 
useful in educating and engaging your customers. Again, you don't need to use 
everything in this list. 
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CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT 
OPPORTUNITIES

NEWSLETTERS WEBSITE BILL STUFFERS SOCIAL MEDIA

SYSTEM TOURS BROCHURES DISPLAY BOOTHS EMAIL BLASTS

PUBLIC OUTREACH PUBLIC 
MEETINGS

SURVEYSCONSTRUCTION 
SIGNAGE



A good strategy for small systems with limited resources is posting information on 
your system's website and a campaign, including newsletters, bill inserts, and public 
outreach through community events and presentations. It is vitally important that 
you always communicate with your customers. If you don’t, they won’t know what is 
happening, and might not be very supportive if you get into a situation where you 
need their loyalty and assistance. At the bare minimum, I believe every water utility 
should have the communication trifecta: a website, a social media presence, and a 
newsletter.

16

CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT 
OPPORTUNITIES

NEWSLETTERS WEBSITE BILL STUFFERS SOCIAL MEDIA

SYSTEM TOURS BROCHURES DISPLAY BOOTHS EMAIL BLASTS

PUBLIC OUTREACH PUBLIC 
MEETINGS

SURVEYSCONSTRUCTION 
SIGNAGE



To have a successful customer engagement plan, you should:
***Be available to your customers. Communication is a two-way street. Your 
communication should start a conversation, meaning you should welcome customer 
responses. They should be able to contact you, request information, provide 
feedback, and have access to up-to-date information online.
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YOUR CUSTOMERS



***Be willing to change course. Pay attention to how your customers are responding 
to your communications. If your message is falling flat or generating negative 
reactions, revisit your strategy and adjust. When a community gains an understanding 
of both, conversations about raising water rates become easier as they become more 
about the rising costs associated with providing the service. With education comes 
understanding, which will increase the likelihood of acceptance when a rate increase 
becomes necessary.
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****Be Transparent. Transparency is one of the most important aspects of 
maintaining customer trust. It’s vital to be upfront and honest about any changes or 
new information your utility has and what you plan on doing to make things right. 
Making it easy for your customer base to know what you're doing at all times is 
essential, regardless of whether the issue they have concerns billing or outage 
information.
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So who here doesn’t have a website for your utility? 
Raise your hand. (hopefully, that’s no one in here). If 
your utility doesn't have a website, they should. In this 
day and age, when everyone carries around a computer 
in their pocket, people expect to be able to find the 
information they want and need with a few clicks. A 
website brings:***
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Credibility: One of the main reasons you should have a 
website is to increase your organization's credibility. One 
way to stand out is by having a website that looks good 
and clearly communicates quality information to your 
consumers. Without a website, people may question 
your legitimacy as a business. Having a website is an 
opportunity to make a great first impression and give 
people comfort that you are a real utility.***
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Customer Service: Many businesses get calls from 
prospective or existing customers asking simple 
questions about location and hours of operation. If you 
miss a call, the customer is left unhappy. Calls can also 
distract your staff from focusing on the most important 
parts of your business. A website can reduce these calls 
and increase internal productivity. At the same time, it 
helps customers find useful information without needing 
to call, providing an all-around better user experience. 
Many utilities allow customers to pay their bills online, 
saving staff time from opening mail and manually 
entering payments.***
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Updates And Announcements: Since your website is on 
24/7, it’s easy to post updates and announcements to 
your customers to keep them apprised of everything 
your utility is doing.
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Building a website has really never been easier. National Rural Water has a 

great affinity program partnership with Rural Water Impact.com and 
Municipal Impact.com. They build websites specifically for municipalities 
and rural water utilities. It also lets you send community alerts and take online 
payments. Their pricing is reasonable and is based on the number of service 
connections of your utility. We have a few rural water systems in South Dakota 

who use Rural Water Impact for their website and they were pleased with how 
quickly they were able to get it set up, and how easy it is for their staff to 
update. If you use Rural Water Impact at your utility, raise your 
hand.
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Of course, there are also other options like Weebly, Squarespace, or Wix, which 

are also economical and easy-to-use options.
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So, what should you put on your website? ***Anything and everything your 
customers need to know. You should start off with contact information, including who 
they should contact in the event of an after-hours emergency. To remain transparent, 
share your rate schedule, a listing of your board and staff, by-laws, public meeting 
notices, and reports and agendas. Consider adding online-bill-pay, a page where you 
showcase system-wide happenings, and community alerts. Post your consumer 
confidence report, share helpful articles, holiday notices, job openings, and share 
conservation tips. You might even consider a Frequently Asked Questions page.
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WHAT SHOULD BE ON MY WEBSITE?

• Contact Information
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So who here is on social media? Show of hands. How about your utility? Social media 
is always evolving and changing, but did you know that it’s the #1 way people 
communicate with each other and is one of the main ways consumers search for 
businesses? Utilities may think they don’t need to be on social media, but they 
should. Having a social media presence lets you control the messaging about your 
utility. Your utility should use social media to: ***
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Build Consumer Connections: A utility’s social media practice often starts with 
outage notification and communication. Utility companies use this channel to 
proactively inform customers about a planned outage and quickly respond to a large 
base of customers regarding an outage, breakdown, or disruption due to natural 
disasters.***
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Create Customer Awareness: The awareness level among customers is far from what 
utilities would like it to be. Social media can be used to generate user-specific 
awareness regarding changes in pricing or billing. Many customers are only partially 
aware of what their smart meters can actually do. Utility companies are using 
YouTube and Facebook to educate customers on topics such as water management, 
the advantages of smart meters, and industry trends. ***
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Create Brand Awareness: Customers are increasingly using social media to build or 
destroy the reputation of their service providers. Social media allows utility providers 
to manage brand perception and map customer sentiments towards the brand. 
Brands across industries have used their social media presence to manage customer 
satisfaction effectively.***
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Offer Conservation Advice & Tips: Social media can effectively educate customers 
about water conservation practices in a user-friendly manner. Utilities can use this 
significantly cost-effective platform to reach out to customers. This mode can also be 
used to promote web-based tools to help consumers analyze their monthly usage and 
work towards a lower bill. Many water providers are pursuing two-way discussions 
with customers on ways to conserve water. Real-time communication with customers 
across multiple platforms tends to create better engagement and allow for a “virtual” 
conversation with the customer.
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Now let's move on to newsletters. To keep customers engaged in between billing 
notices and program promotions, utilities should have a consistent touchpoint like 
a monthly utility newsletter.
I like printed newsletters because they are tangible and engaging. They let you 
communicate directly with your customers in a personalized way and deliver valuable 
content. Print and digital newsletters should be vital to a utility’s customer 
engagement process.
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Your utility’s newsletter should tell YOUR story. Keeping customers abreast of public 
meetings, rate changes, and construction projects is vital for transparency and 
building trust. The best content should help improve your customer’s lives. It may be 
water conservation advice that helps customers save money, do-it-yourself tips that 
make their home more comfortable, or educational content that helps them reduce 
their water use.
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WHAT SHOULD I PUT IN MY NEWSLETTER?

Your newsletter should tell YOUR story (with pictures)!
BUSINESS OF YOUR SYSTEM
• Annual Meeting Notice
• Annual Meeting Recap
• Public Meetings
• Director Elections
• Bios of Directors running for election
• New Directors
• Retiring Directors

SYSTEM UPDATES
• Rate Charts
• Rate Increases
• Construction Updates
• Charts highlighting your system’s 

water consumption
• New equipment
• Legislative Achievements
• Job Openings
• Public Outreach events

EMPLOYEES
• New Employees
• Retiring Employees
• Employee Work Anniversaries
• Training Employees Receive
• Employee Awards

CUSTOMERS
• Customer Spotlight
• Scholarship (applications, winners, 

essays)
• Thank you notes

CUSTOMER RELATIONS
• How to read your bill
• How to use your AMR online portal
• Online Bill Pay
• Website/Social Media Links
• Frequently Asked Questions

HISTORY
• Year in Review
• History of your system
• Historical pictures of your system

WATER INFO
• Water conservation
• Common water issues
• Winterizing Meter Pits
• Lead Service Line Inventory
• Infographics

OTHER
• Water Facts
• Trivia
• Puzzles
• Recipes



I recommend using a mix of text articles with pictures, infographics, and interactive 
content such as trivia or puzzles. Some topics lend themselves to different formats 
better than others. Customers want to engage with content in a variety of ways. 
Sometimes, they want to learn about water through a fun quiz, or other times, they 
need the visual detail of an infographic that breaks down a complicated topic. The 
goal of any content strategy is to build a long-term relationship with customers by 
providing interesting and useful content. Most of the topics listed here contain easy 
information your utility already tracks – all you need to do is relay it to your 

customers!
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One of the reasons your state association has asked me to speak to you today is 
because of how we do things in South Dakota. South Dakota is known for a few 
things. – Mount Rushmore, the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally, the Badlands, chislic... Lewis 
and Clark made a trek through here a few years ago. We are one of the few states 
whose population is under one million. We also hunt and eat our state bird, the ring-
necked pheasant. And we identify ourselves by which half of the state we live on – 
East or West. The main difference is the east is more populated and possibly more 
civilized, and the west is truly the wild wild west – but a beautiful place to visit.
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What you may not hear about is the pioneer spirit in South Dakota. Most of us 
wouldn't even live here if it weren't for the Homestead Act. But our forefathers and 
mothers came for free land and they worked that land and dug wells and planted 
crops and raised cattle and built communities and infrastructure and made South 
Dakota a pretty okay place to live – if you can handle the 6 months of winter. Those 
community-minded people raised more community-minded people and continued to 
create a place where that community spirit would lead to such concepts as 
regionalized rural water systems, which would replace their wells and bring a safe, 

reliable source of water to their taps.
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Those separate systems knew they had to communicate with their communities 
about their clean, reliable water, so they developed a newsletter. and they saw that 
other water systems were doing the same thing, and they thought – "why don't we 
partner together and share a publication to communicate our message and save a 
few bucks?" And thus, the first cooperative rural water magazine was born. That was 
my romanticized version of the QOT origin story, but it’s better than saying we 
“borrowed” the idea from the rural electric coops! Now, I will share with you how a 
cooperative newsletter works, and maybe you can see if one would work for you, or 

perhaps you’ll ”borrow” some ideas from us.
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For over 19 years, the South Dakota Association of Rural Water Systems has produced 
a cooperative rural water magazine that reaches over 38,000 households in South 
Dakota.
This magazine, "Quality on Tap," is a cooperative effort between 16 participating 
water systems and the state association. Four issues are published a year - January, 
April, July, and October.
South Dakota is the first state rural water association to publish a cooperative 
magazine.
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Here is a map showing all 16 rural water systems currently participating in South 
Dakota’s Quality on Tap newsletter. There are a few gray areas on this map that we 
hope will eventually join us in creating a unified voice for rural water in our state. 
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So, how does this cooperative magazine work?

***An Editorial Board consisting of rural water managers and staff meets four times 
per year to plan out each issue six months in advance. We meet in person, usually in 
our Madison office, but occasionally we move it around. We also utilize Zoom for 
those unable or too far to travel. Meetings usually last between 30-60 minutes. I 
provide snacks to those who make the trip.
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HOW IT WORKS

• Editorial board meets 4 
times per year



***Members of the Editorial Board volunteer to write or solicit articles to fill 8 to 10 
pages of the “CORE” which is content that all the systems share.
***Participating water systems have 4 to 6 pages they can use to highlight their 
system in whichever way they choose.
Systems do not have to participate in all four issues but are encouraged to.
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Our magazine consists of two distinct sections: CORE content, which is our shared 
cooperative content, and SYSTEM content, which is specific to each participating 
water system. Considering that magazines must print in pages of 4, we have 
devised a special formula that makes planning our magazine easier.
***The middle two rows are CORE content, aptly named because it is in the ”core” or 
“center” of the magazine. These 8 pages are shared by all of the participants. The 
content for these pages is developed by our editorial board.
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Our magazine consists of 
two distinct sections: 
CORE content, and 
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THE QOT FORMULA

• CORE content is the inner 8-10 
pages of the magazine and is shared 
by all participants

• SYSTEM content is the water 
system’s portion of the magazine

CORE CORE CORE CORE

CORE CORE CORE CORE



We also develop CORE content for pages 4 and 14.
***Pages 2,3, 14 and 15 are reserved for system content, which is the water system’s 
portion of the magazine.
***Pages 4 and 14 can be switched out for system content if a water system needs 
more space.
***The front and back covers share the same content but allow for variable system-
specific content, including branding
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Here is our basic plan for each issue of the magazine. When our editorial board 
meets, we plan out the magazine page by page by going down the list of page topics 
to fill in all of the CORE content (noted in black). 

I will discuss each of these items further throughout the next couple of slides. I hope 
that showcasing what we use for content sparks some ideas within your utility or 
association about what kind of content you could also share with your membership.
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9. Feature, cont.

10.System Spotlight 

11.System Spotlight, cont.

12.Crossword Puzzle 

13.Rural Water Across SD

14.SYSTEM CONTENT

15.SYSTEM CONTENT

16.BACK COVER

1. COVER

2. SYSTEM CONTENT

3. SYSTEM CONTENT

4. Kid’s Page

5. Just Visiting

6. Rural Living/Conservation

7. Rural Living/Conservation, cont.

8. Feature

THE QOT FORMULA



Here is the front and back cover of our October 2023 issue of Quality on Tap. Each 
system’s covers look the same, with key pieces they can customize.
***To illustrate this, everything in a red box is what the system can customize. The 
ability to customize the magazine brands it as belonging to that system. We run each 
system’s logo at the top to facilitate the branding. We put the date, issue, and volume 
number in the white bar.
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***The transparent white box is a new feature for this issue. We used to run a small 
bar on the bottom of the cover where systems put in a few words of type to highlight 
their magazine pages. But an idea was born at this year's golf tournament. I was 
giving away free beer and selling mulligans to raise funds for WaterPac with one of 
my board members, and we had a conversation about how it would be nice if systems 
could better highlight important events on the cover so it would grab people’s 
attention. And thus, the big box was born! You can see here that Mid-Dakota chose to 
highlight their upcoming Annual Meeting.
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The back cover features content provided by the East Dakota Water Development 
District. They pay us to run their content to further their reach, and it is a source of 
revenue for the Association. This page usually features pertinent water quality and 
conservation information. 
This one features info on observation wells. ***here is one on zebra mussels *** 
state navigable streams ***the cost of pipe ***water bill assistance
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Before I really dive into it, one thing I want to note about any utility that publishes a 
newsletter – one positive unintended consequence is that your publication creates a 
historical document for your utility. Think about it – by publishing the highlights of 
your utility, you track how your system changes and evolves – staff, board members, 
construction projects, rate increases – all of it is being documented! It’s actually 
pretty awesome if you think about it.
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So here is a layout of system content for pages 2 and 3. Every system uses page 2 to 
highlight a message from the manager, a list of board members and staff, system 
contact information, and a statement of non-discrimination. ***Here’s another one 
from WEB ***And another from West River Lyman Jones. Page 3 contains whatever 
the system wants. This system is highlighting their upcoming annual meeting. 
***Some systems run a bulletin board page highlighting information on bills, rates, 
upcoming events, and notices like this one. ***Others run a similar informational 
page, but in a different format like this ***or this. ***and some take the opportunity 

to showcase some good PR.
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Page 4 is our Kids page. I come up with the content for this page to engage youth in 
many different aspects of water. This page can also be swapped out if a system needs 
to use the space for their own content. Here we talk about our watershed. ***fish 
***Earth’s water ***WaterUse
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