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What is FT-8

FT8 involves 77-bit message blocks transmitted in regular 

15-second periods, consisting of 12.64 seconds of 

transmission time and 2.36 seconds of decode time, giving 

a digital data rate of 6.09 bits/sec. Source encoding gives 

an effective message throughput equivalent to about 5 

words per minute. <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/FT8>

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/FT8


Why Use FT-8

Great for Weak Signal Work (obviously will work with strong 

signal as well)

You want to better understand digital modes (linking a 

laptop to a radio)

Want to operate quietly (6AM in a campground or even 

while on our 2 meter net)

You want point / click ñeasier QSOsò



FT - 8 Software Options

WSJT-X is the de facto standard 

<https://wsjt.sourceforge.io/wsjtx.html> 

JTDX is another option (no one in the club is currently using 

it, you are more than welcome to give it a try) 

<https://sourceforge.net/projects/jtdx/> 

JS8Call is an option if you want more interactivity (allows 

you to chat or send text messages back and forth). 

<http://js8call.com/> 

https://wsjt.sourceforge.io/wsjtx.html
https://sourceforge.net/projects/jtdx/
http://js8call.com/






Radio Connectivity

Connect your radio via serial or USB

Typically you have both CAT control (Rig Control) and 

Sound input / output. On older radios, your CAT control 

may just be PTT and you will manually have to dial in 

frequencies

Even the USB connections on new radios are a form of 

serial, you will need to set stop bits etcé







Sync Your Time

You need to have an up to date clock, generally within 2 

seconds, when using FT-8. If your clock is off, you will most 

likely see nothing on the left side (receive side) of the 

screen.

Always check your ñsecondsò against a known source like 

nist <https://www.time.gov/> 

If you are running remote use a USB GPS dongle or use 

WWV / WWVB (shortwave time station on different 

frequencies) <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WWVB> 

https://www.time.gov/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WWVB


ALC

Automatic Level Control

Used to ensure a google signal level is being given to the 

amplifier

Too much ALC can cause splatter and negatively impact 

QSOs (and other QSOs on the band).

For the ICOM 7300 tune to where there is just a little bit of 

ALC showing on the meter (each radio may be different). 





How to start making QSOs

You will start with a blank screen

if you have successfully connected your radio after the first 15 second 

pass, you should see QSO data in the left hand part of the screen

The left hand side of the screen will show many parts of different QSOs 

which you received in that 15 second pass

The right side is the ñactionò part of the screen, this is where when you 

call CQ or respond to someone ñtransmitò. Those actions will show 

there.

If someone respond to your CQ after you have ñmoved onò it will show 

on the right side of the screen (more advanced QSO option)









How to make a QSO (hunt)

On the left side of the screen, if you see someone calling 

CQ double click on the green line and make sure Enable 

TX is selected.

Depending on your options selected, you will either start 

transmitting in the initial 15 second pass or the next one. 

You will now have info on the right hand side of the screen 

and your messages will automatically fill out.

Multiple passes are required for a QSO to finish as you 

have to share RST and 73 messages













Colors Matter

Notice the default color scheme. White lines are other parts 
of people QSOs.
Green are people calling CQ.
Red ñsalmonò messages are messages which contain your 
call-sign (from others)
Yellow are transmitted messages from your station (these 
would be white or green for receiving stations).
If you are making a lot of contacts, you will see what I call 
ñmustard and ketchupò on the right side of the screen.





How to call CQ

Make sure you are on message #1 (the CQ line) and 

enable TX.

You may have multiple 15 second passes which go back 

and forth before someone responds.

Once you establish a QSO, try to leave to ñcompleteò

Donôt forget this is radio and the same physics principles 

apply. You may lose a contact due to propagation or user 

error













How to lose a QSO

Radio propagation disappears, therefore you stop receiving 

anything from the other station.

The other station changes frequency offsets and you run 

into a receive limitation (filtering, antenna, older radio etc..)

The other station is a lid and doesnôt understand you need 

to process all messages till 73 to complete the QSO









QSO is Lost!

You have a couple of options.

First keep trying to make the contact, it could be 

propagation, it could be user error on the other end, radio 

issues etcé

Move on and abandon the QSO. Every cycle is 15 seconds. 

4 cycles is a whole minute of waiting.





FT-8 RST (Signal Strength)

Signal strength is in decibels

Anything from 0 to +20 is a great signal

Anything from 0 to -5 is a weak signal

You can still make contacts say -10 or -14 but it can be 

difficult. 

Signal strength is automatically calculated and added to the 

messages, you do not need to do anything as an operator.



FT-8 Waterfall

Used to set where you transmit / receive within a 3khz 
range.
Usually being on a clear frequency is better.
Can have independent TX (Red) and RX (Green).
You do not need to do anything as a beginner, the software 
will auto jump to the right frequency.
There are more advanced topics around the waterfall and 
how to use it.









PSK Reporter

Check to see where your signal is getting out

If you have an active internet connection, you can set your 

station to report to PSK reporter (parsing of the white lines 

which are not your QSOs)

Great to testing antenna / station setups

<https://pskreporter.info/pskmap.html>

https://pskreporter.info/pskmap.html



