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When a top Bay Street equity analyst recently identified ten common myths about the state of the 

Canadian wireless industry and countered them with current data, reaching the conclusion that our 

home-grown industry is serving Canadians very ǿŜƭƭ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¦Φ{ΦΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎ 

dogmatically set out to prove him wrong with numbers of their own. Unfortunately, they once again 

relied on outdated and inaccurate data to support their oft-repeated claims. Fortunately, policy-makers 

and regulators know that, because they demand real economic analysis based on current data. 

¢ƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƴƻǿ ƛǎ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎ ǊŜŦǳǎŜ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ Ƙƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ 

has changed in the past five years. Think about the wireless phone you had five years ago, and the 

experience of browsing the web on it. Would you go back to using it, or do you prefer the one you have 

today? The critics often use data from four or five years ago despite the availability of newer reports and 

data ς ŀǎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǳǎƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ƻƭŘ ǇƘƻƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ Ƙŀǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΦ  

The fact is a lot has changed in the last few years, and a lot of that change has been led by TELUS. 

¢ƘŜ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘŀǘ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƛǎ ǳƴcompetitive is, frankly, not just woefully misleading, it is an 

ƛƴǎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ¢9[¦{Ω ǘŜŀƳ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ, ǿƘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƘŀǊŘ ŜǾŜǊȅ Řŀȅ ǘƻ ŜŀǊƴ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴǎΩ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ōȅ ŀŘŀǇǘƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ 

we do things ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎΦ ²ŜΩǊŜ ǇǊƻǳŘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ wireless 

ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǇǊƻǳŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƻƳŜ 

of the most satisfied customers in the industry. We object to self-interested attempts to portray 

/ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƛƴ ŀ ōŀŘ ƭƛƎƘǘ ōȅ ŜƳǇloying out-of-date statistics, inapt comparisons, and 

cheap shots. 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŀŎƘŜŘ ǇŀǇŜǊΣ L ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƛǎ άǿƻŜŦǳƭƭȅ ǳƴŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜέ 

όŀǎ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ aƛŎƘŀŜƭ DŜƛǎǘ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴǎ άǇŀȅ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ǇǊƛŎes in the world for 

ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊǎǘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎέ όŀǎ hǇŜƴaŜŘƛŀ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘύΦ ¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ international statistics available 

show that prices for the kind of wireless services that Canadians actually use are below the OECD 

(Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development) average, in spite of the enormous area 

served by wireless services in Canada, our high standard of living, and the fact that Canadians use their 

wireless devices more than just about anybody else in the world. Canada also has some of the best 

networks in the world, in spite of the enormous cost of building and constantly upgrading them. 
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Let me be clear, TELUS does not deny that many Canadians have had bad experiences with their wireless 

ŎŀǊǊƛŜǊΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǳǎΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ŘŜƴȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άƘƻǊǊƻǊ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎέ ǘƘŀǘ hǇŜƴaŜŘƛŀ ǎƻƭƛŎƛǘŜŘ 

from Canadians are real (although many were from several years ago). Instead of hiding from those 

ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǿŜΩǾŜ ŦŀŎŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƘŜŀŘ-on and significantly changed the way we do business and, judging 

by the number of new customers we have attracted recently and the fact that fewer customers leave 

¢9[¦{ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƻǊǎΣ ƻǳǊ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎ ƪƴƻǿ ƛǘΦ ¸Ŝǘ ƻǳǊ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎ ǊŜŦǳǎŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ 

and instead prefer to dogmatically rely on out-of-date statistics that do not fairly or accurately describe 

our company, our industry, or our country, in spite of our constructive attempts to encourage them to 

use current data. 

Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ hǇŜƴaŜŘƛŀΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǎŀȅǎ ŀƴƴƻȅ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ς three-year contracts, high 

early termination fees, and bill shock from international data roaming ς have already been changed by 

TELUS and will change uniformly across the industry once the CRTC wireless code of conduct comes into 

ŦƻǊŎŜΦ aŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǊǊƛǘŀƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ hǇŜƴaŜŘƛŀ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŀǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǊ ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƛǎ ΨōǊƻƪŜƴΩ 

are either no longer prevalent in the market or will soon disappear entirely. 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǿŜƭǾŜ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŀŎƘŜŘ ǇŀǇŜǊΣ L ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ DŜƛǎǘΩǎ ǘŜƴ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƛƴ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ 

and add necessary context regarding the international rankings and how they portray Canada. 

In addition to frequently refusing to use the most recent data available, wireless industry critics almost 

uniformly fail or refuse to recognize three major methodological considerations: 

1. Canadians use communications services, including the Internet, Internet video, wireless 

services and smartphones more than just about anybody in the world. 

2. Consumer wireless expenditures have to be measured on a άǇŜǊ-subscriberέ rather than 

άǇŜǊ-subscriptionέ basis to give a complete picture of Canadian wireless prices. Subscribers 

in many countries pay for multiple subscriptions, while North Americans typically do not. 

3. Consumer wireless expenditures also have to be considered in the context of overall 

household expenditures and per capita incomes. Low prices in one country, even as a 

matter of purchasing power parity (PPP), do not necessarily mean that consumers there pay 

less for wireless services than Canadians do. 

These three themes come up frequently in this paper because they underlie so many of the 

misunderstandings and misstatements about the Canadian wireless industry that its critics so often 

repeat (and that in turn get reported as news). 

Even when those who seek to portray our industry in a negative light do report current (or close to 

current) figures, they often neglect to report the trends in the data, which give a more meaningful 

ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘƻǎŜ ǘǊŜƴŘǎ ς such as the estimated 49.5% year-over-year growth in 

smartphone adoption among customers of the top three Canadian carriers in 2012 (compared to just 

28.2% among the top four American carriers) and the projected 44.5% growth in data as a percentage of 

http://blog.telus.com/public-policy/crtc-is-on-the-right-track-with-its-draft-code-for-mobile-wireless-services/
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service revenues in Canada (compared to just 24.5% in the U.S.) ς disprove a variety of common 

ŀƭƭŜƎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ŀōƻǳǘ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǳƴŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘive. 

LŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘ all of the attached paper, here are the highlights: 

Background: International wireless comparisons 

 ¢ƘŜ h9/5Ωǎ ōƛŜƴƴƛŀƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƻƴ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

industry metrics have not historically represented Canada fairly due to 

methodology, but they are improving.  

 OpenMedia refuses to use the most current OECD data available, and instead relies 

on data from the 2009 OECD report, which were gathered in August 2008! 

 Looking at the post-paid service baskets in the 2011 OECD rankings that come 

closest to the average Canadian usage, the Canadian wireless prices reported (which 

are from only one brand, and not TELUS) are below the OECD average. We come out 

as the fifth-least expensive country in the high-use basket, for example. 

 While low-usage plans in Europe may be priced lower than in North America, 

European consumers often pay for two or more plans, such that per-subscription 

data do not tell the whole story. For that, you have to look at per-subscriber data. 

1. Average revenue per user (ARPU) is high in North America because North Americans use 

their wireless devices more 

 Canadians (like Americans) are among the most data-intensive users of the Internet 

and smartphones in the world. 

 High ARPU is not evidence of high prices, but rather high usage, which is typical of 

any consumer product or service. 

 In any event, the OECD data show that as a proportion of both average household 

budgets and average per capita income, Canadians spend less on communications 

services than the residents of most OECD countries. 

2. Canadian wireless prices are about average compared to peer countries, in spite of higher 

costs 

 Canadian wireless prices are about the same and, in some cases, lower than those in 

the U.S., the country that it makes the most sense to compare Canada to. 

 ¢ƘŜ нл҈ ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ƭŀƴŘ ŀǊŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ōȅ ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ǌŀƴƪ ŀǎ ǘhe 

200th least densely populated country in the world. 



Why do /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ wireless critics want to turn back time? 
March 19, 2013 

 
 

4 
 

 Canadian carriers in the aggregate serve only 12 subscribers per square kilometre, 

compared to 37 in the U.S. and 453 in the Netherlands, for example. 

 Despite having the lowest subscription-to-square-kilometre ratio, Canada still 

maintains below average consumer wireless costs as a percentage of household 

expenditures and per capita income. 

3. TELUS does not charge carrier 911 fees 

 Professor Geist falsely ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ άthe incumbents all charge their subscribers 75 

cents per month for enhanced 9-1-1 services.έ ¢9[¦{ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ. 

4. TELUS has been able to slash international roaming charges since going HSPA 

 ¢9[¦{Ω ǾŜǊȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊƻŀƳƛƴƎ ǊŀǘŜǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ōȅ 

our move to a HSPA-based network in 2009 and our proactive negotiations with 

hundreds of international wireless carriers, are much lower than those surveyed in 

another 2011 OECD report, rendering it immediately outdated. We reduced our 

rates by up to 60% after the data for that report were collected. 

 ¢9[¦{ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǎǳƛǘŜ ƻŦ ǳǎŀƎŜ ƴƻǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ άōƛƭƭ ǎƘƻŎƪέ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

5. TELUS does not charge a System Access Fee or Government Regulatory Recovery Fee 

 The fact that only one carrier in the market charges a fee that no other carrier 

charges tells us nothing about the competitiveness of the Canadian wireless market. 

6. Canada has among the highest rates of smartphone adoption in the world and growing fast 

 Comscore and ScotiaCapital data demonstrate that Canada has among the highest 

rates of smartphone adoption in the world and growing very fast. 

 ¢9[¦{Ω ǎƳŀǊǘǇƘƻƴŜ ǇŜƴŜǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ rate among post-paid subscribers was 66% at the 

end of 2012. 

 IƛƎƘ ǎƳŀǊǘǇƘƻƴŜ ǇŜƴŜǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ōƻǘƘ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊ ƴŜǘǿorks and 

also a driver of data usage over those networks. 

7. ¢9[¦{Ω ǳƴƭƻŎƪƛƴƎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƛǎ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜ 

 The practice of network locking prevails around the world and across the Canadian 

market, from established carriers to new entrants. 

 ¢9[¦{Ω ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜ ǳƴƭƻcking policy meets the needs of customers who want to be 

able to use a local SIM card when visiting another country for an extended period. 



Why do /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ wireless critics want to turn back time? 
March 19, 2013 

 
 

5 
 

 Customers can unlock their phone for $35 as long as the device has been on the 

TELUS network for a minimum of 90 days. 

8. Canadian wireless networks are among the best in the worldΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ 

otherwise 

 ²ƘƛƭŜ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭ ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ǎǳōǎŎǊƛōŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ȅŜǘΣ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ [¢9 ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ŀǊŜ 

ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ōŜǎǘ. 

 North American average wireless network speeds are already high in comparison to 

other regions and are projected to reach 14 Mbps by 2017. LTE users can enjoy 

higher average speeds than that today. 

9. /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǿƻǊƭŘ-class wireless networks support our world-class smartphone penetration 

 While Canada has historically had lower wireless penetration than similar countries, 

this is due to our superior and ubiquitous wireline networks and the fact that 

commercial cellphone service started six years later in Canada vs. the U.S. 

 Unlike consumers in Europe, Canadian consumers generally only need one wireless 

subscription as opposed to two or more (mainly to arbitrage roaming rates in 

nearby countries), which underscores the importance of distinguishing per-

subscription costs from per-subscriber costs. 

 Canadians are adopting smartphones at the highest rate in North America or Europe 

ς with the penetration rate among the population increasing by almost 50% year-

over-year ς thanks to competition, not in spite of a lack of it. 

10. TELUS is more spectrally efficient than Bell and Rogers 

 TELUS serves roughly the same number of customers as our major competitors with 

significantly less spectrum. We have no choice but to use what spectrum we have as 

efficiently as possible to serve our customers. 

/ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǿƛǊŜƭess market is less concentrated than even the OECD average 

 The aggregate market share of the top three carriers in Canada is 90.1%, which is 

below the OECD average of 93.3%. 

 Eighteen countries have more concentrated wireless markets than Canada based on 

the aggregate market share of the top three carriers, and 22 countries have more 

concentrated markets based on that of the top four carriers. 

  



Why do /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ wireless critics want to turn back time? 
March 19, 2013 

 
 

6 
 

 

At TELUS, we know ǿŜΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ōŜǘǘŜǊΦ ²Ŝ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ Іо ƛƴ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǎǳōǎŎǊƛōŜǊǎΣ 

ōǳǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǿorking hard to be #1. We are proud to have earned industry-leading churn rates (in fact, we 

recently reported our lowest churn rate in six years) and among the highest independent customer 

satisfaction ratings in the industry (according to JD Power, as explained here). 

²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƭŜŎƻƳ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩǎ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘǎ ǊŜǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŜǊ ŦƻǊ 

Complaints for Telecommunications Services (or CCTS) released its 2011-2012 Annual Report, it showed 

that CCTS received 13 per cent fewer complaints about TELUS last year compared to the year before, 

and in a year when complaints about our industry as a whole went up 35 per cent. We were glad to see 

such great ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƻ do if we want to bring those complaints even lower. 

You can see why we object so strongly to characterizations of the Canadian wireless market as 

uncompetitive and homogeneous. We work hard every day to earn the trust of our customers in an 

intensely competitive marketplace where consumers have many choices.  

We are happy to have an oǇŜƴΣ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ 

ƛǘΩǎ ŦŀƛǊ ǘƻ ƛƴǎƛǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ōŜ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŘ ǊƛƎƻǊƻǳǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ 

LΩǾŜ ƎƻǘǘŜƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿǊƻƴƎΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ say so. We started the TELUS Blog to have this kind of frank 

discussion, and as long as you respect our House RulesΣ ǿŜ ǿƻƴΩǘ ŘŜƭŜǘŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ƻǊ Ŏŀƭƭ ȅƻǳ 

names, like OpenMedia recently did to us. 

LŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ TELUS or 

Koodo a chance to show you what our customers already know ς that ǿŜΩǊŜ different from the other 

guys, and getting better all the time. You can learn more about how we put what matters to you at the 

heart of everything we do here. 

 

 

 

 

  

http://about.telus.com/community/english/news_centre/news_releases/blog/2013/02/15/telus-reports-fourth-quarter-2012-results-announces-financial-targets-for-2013
http://blog.telus.com/public-policy/telus-latest-submission-to-the-crtc-wireless-code-proceeding/
http://www.ccts-cprst.ca/
http://www.ccts-cprst.ca/en/documents/annual-reports/2011-2012
http://blog.telus.com/house-rules/
http://www.telusmobility.com/
http://koodomobile.com/
http://why.telus.com/
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Background: International wireless comparisons 

First ƭŜǘΩǎ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ some of the players in the debate over the competitiveness of /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ 

market: Jeff Fan, Michael Geist, OpenMedia, the OECD, Nordicity, and Peter Nowak. 

On March 7, 2013, ScotiaCapital analyst Jeff Fan put out a ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ άCanadian Wireless Myths and 

FactsΣέ in which he drew on current market data and concluded that άThe facts support the view that 

Canada has a healthy wireless market with lower smartphone monthly price plans and higher 

smartphone penetration than the US, which benefits both Canadian consumers and carriers.έ LƴǾŜǎǘƻǊǎ 

trust people like Mr. Fan to get their numbers right, but Professor Geist ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ. 

In a March 10 ōƭƻƎ Ǉƻǎǘ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ άCanadian Wireless Reality Check: Why Our Wireless Market is Still 

Woefully UncompetitiveΣέ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ hǘǘŀǿŀ ƭŀǿ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ aƛŎƘŀŜƭ DŜƛǎǘ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ 

άample evidence that the Canadian wireless market remains woefully uncompetitive when compared 

with peer countries around the world with higher costs, price gouging, and restrictive termsΦέ  

Also on March 7, advocacy group OpenMedia released a report titlŜŘΥ άTime for an Upgrade: Demanding 

/ƘƻƛŎŜ ƛƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ /Ŝƭƭ tƘƻƴŜ aŀǊƪŜǘΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ άPrice-Gouging in a Global 

ContextΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǎƘƻŎƪƛƴƎƭȅ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ h9/5 reports, sometimes using the 

most current data, from the  άOECD Communications Outlook 2011έ publication, but mostly using out-

of-date numbers from άOECD Communications Outlook 2009.έ 

Most of the OpenMedia report is based on ǘƘŜ άŎŜƭƭ ǇƘƻƴŜ ƘƻǊǊƻǊ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ 

encouraged Canadians to send them. The issues raised in those complaints have had a full and public 

hearing in the ongoing CRTC proceeding to establish a national wireless code of conduct. I have 

previously written about those issues here, here, and here. 

Let me emphasize that we do not deny the many bad experiences recounted in the OpenMedia report. 

WŜΩǾŜ ŦŀŎŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƘŜŀŘ-on and changed. hǇŜƴaŜŘƛŀΩǎ own complaint ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ doing 

better than the other guys when it comes to these horror stories. In a filing with the CRTC, OpenMedia 

indicated that among those consumers who responded to its campaign and identified their service 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊΣ ¢9[¦{Ω ōǊŀƴŘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ƻƴƭȅ муΦфл҈ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘǎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ .Ŝƭƭ ōǊŀƴŘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

subject of 31.74% and Rogers 47.88%. This despite a disproportionately large share of complainants 

being from from British Columbia, the home of both OpenMedia and TELUS. 

.ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ hǇŜƴaŜŘƛŀΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ h9/5 data that concerns us the most. We have had our frustrations 

with the OECD rankings, but the 2011 ones were slightly improved over the 2009 version (in part thanks 

to the intervention of the Canadian government),which completely ƳƛǎǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ (as 

well as the U.S., as Scott Wallsten has explained). We look forward to the release of the 2013 report, 

which is expected in June (it only comes out every second year), because it will provide even more up-

to-date information (albeit based on surveys done in 2012). 

http://blog.telus.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/SC-Canadian-Wireless-Myths-and-Facts.pdf
http://blog.telus.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/SC-Canadian-Wireless-Myths-and-Facts.pdf
http://www.michaelgeist.ca/content/view/6803/125/
http://www.michaelgeist.ca/content/view/6803/125/
http://www.openmedia.ca/UpgradeCanada
http://www.openmedia.ca/UpgradeCanada
http://www.openmedia.ca/upgradecanada/hitshome/price-gouging/price-gouging-global-context
http://www.openmedia.ca/upgradecanada/hitshome/price-gouging/price-gouging-global-context
http://www.keepeek.com/Digital-Asset-Management/oecd/science-and-technology/oecd-communications-outlook-2011_comms_outlook-2011-en
http://www.carib-is.net/sites/default/files/publications/OECD%20Communications%20Outlook%202009.pdf
https://services.crtc.gc.ca/pub/instances-proceedings/Default-Defaut.aspx?Lang=eng&YA=2012&S=C&PA=t&PT=nc&PST=a#2012-557
http://blog.telus.com/public-policy/telus-encourages-the-crtc-to-keep-the-future-friendly-for-canadian-wireless-consumers-2/
http://blog.telus.com/public-policy/common-themes-emerging-in-the-crtc-wireless-code-proceeding-2/
http://blog.telus.com/public-policy/telus-latest-submission-to-the-crtc-wireless-code-proceeding/
http://works.bepress.com/scott_wallsten/54/
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We were so ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ h9/5Ωǎ нллф ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ respected, independent consulting 

firm Nordicity in spring 2011 to compare the 2009 report to a prepublication version of the 2011 report. 

They concluded as follows: 

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) will release its 2011 

Communications Outlook on June 22, 2011. The Outlook will include rankings of wireless prices in Canada 

and 30+ other OECD countries. The last OECD Communications Outlook, released in 2009, ranked Canada 

as the third-most expensive OECD country with respect to medium mobile phone usage. 

Unfortunately for Canadian consumers and policy makers seeking representative and thorough 

international wireless service cost comparisons, the OECD Outlook tends to stand as the authoritative ς 

and often lone ς wireless cost benchmark for the nearly two-year period until the next OECD report is 

released. It is unfortunate because the public is generally unaware of the limitations of the OECD 

methodology, particularly that: 

The OECD rankings: 

1. Are based on wireless plans serving a small minority of subscribers per country, and the choice 

of plan types is inconsistent; 

2. Only somewhat account for vastly different mobile usage patterns per country; 

3. Do not reflect the fact that nearly half of all residents of OECD countries outside of North 

America pay for two cell phone plans; and 

4. Do not fully compare wireless costs in relation to average income. 

 

After the 2011 report was published, we asked Nordicity to update their analysis, and here are their 

updated conclusions: 

OECD Rankings 

 The OECD rankings are based on a seemingly random selection of carriers and plans. For 

instance: 

o /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ h9/5 ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ǇǊƛŎŜ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǎƛx different calling profiles is 

based on fees from only four different wireless plans (two each from Bell and Rogers). 

o The OECD compares post-paid, pre-ǇŀƛŘ ŀƴŘ ΨŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ 

rankings within a single calling profile. 

 OECD rankings do not recognize that nearly half of the wireless subscribers in the OECD countries 

outside of North America pay for more than one mobile plan. 

 Typical Canadian calling patterns are not reflected in the OECD calculations. The OECD calling 

profiles closest to the average Canadian cell phone usage profile are based on: 

o 187 minutes less per month than the average Canadian usage; or 

o 194 minutes more per month than the average Canadian usage. 

http://www.nordicity.com/


Why do /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ wireless critics want to turn back time? 
March 19, 2013 

 
 

9 
 

Canada 

 Canadian wireless providers actually charge rates below the international averages despite 

ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǎǘ ŘŜƴǎŜƭȅ ǎǳōǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ h9/5Φ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ мн 

subscribers per km
2
 ς the fewest in the OECD ς compared to 37 subscribers per km

2
 in the United 

States and 312 subscribers per km
2
 in the United Kingdom. 

 The presence of three national wireless carriers and six regional providers gives Canada one of 

the six most competitive wireless market structures in the OECD. 

 /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ǇŜǊ-minute wireless costs are the 11th-lowest in the OECD, $0.02 below the 

OECD average. 

 Average wireless voice costs in Canada declined at a rate greater than the international average 

(2.65% vs. 2.46%) between 2005 and 2010. 

 Based on average income, Canadian wireless voice costs are 10% lower than the OECD average 

and total wireless (voice and data) costs are 12% lower than the OECD average. 

 

These facts are now well-known within the telecom policy community, yet in their brand-new report 

(and even after we tried to persuade them to stop using the 2009 data), OpenMedia has fallen back on 

the 2009 data when it suits them, presumably because the 2011 data areƴΩǘ ŀǎ ŦŀǾƻǳǊŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ǉŀǎǎ ƳǳǎǘŜǊ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ 

Ƴƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ƎƻƴŜ unnoticed in Ottawa. 

Lƴǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƛȄ ŎŀƳŜ ŀ ōƭƻƎ Ǉƻǎǘ ōȅ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘ tŜǘŜǊ bƻǿŀƪ ƻƴ aŀǊŎƘ мо ǘƛǘƭŜŘ άDispelling the myths 

of wireless myth-bustingΦέ Lƴ itΣ aǊΦ bƻǿŀƪ ǎŀȅǎΥ άI thought it might be instructive to take a look at some 

of the myth-busting facts presented in the Scotia Capital report, to see if they can indeed bear the 

ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ǎŎǊǳǘƛƴȅΦ Lǘ ǘǳǊƴǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŎŀƴΩǘΦέ aǊΦ bƻǿŀƪ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƻōƧŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ aǊΦ 

CŀƴΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦Φ{Φ ŀs the comparator market to Canada: 

The biggest problem with the report is its insistence on comparing Canada only to the United States. I had 

a brief email conversation with Fan about this and I understand why he did so. The U.S. is the most similar 

market ǘƻ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊȅ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ όŀǎ ƛƴΣ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ŀōǎǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ 

interfering) and systems. In Europe, for example, calling parties pay for calls, while in North America, 

minutes are counted on both the calling and receiving enŘǎΦ LǘΩǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜ 

comparing plans and prices across many countries inherently difficult. 

aǊΦ bƻǿŀƪ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜǎ Řƻǳōǘ ŀōƻǳǘ aǊΦ CŀƴΩǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ άCanadian monthly smartphone plans are 

approximately 24%-27% cheaper than the US across all usage categoriesΦέ IŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎΥ άThis ΨfactΩ is 

pretty selective. For one, Virgin, Fido and Koodo are counted in the Canadian calculation, yet only 

Verizon and AT&T are included for the U.S.έ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǿ ǳǎŀƎŜ ōŀƴŘΣ CƛŘƻ ŀnd 

Koodo are not included in the medium and high usage bands (which more accurately represent 

Canadians anyway). Virgin is, but at prices that aǊŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ .ŜƭƭΩǎΦ 

!ǇǇŀǊŜƴǘƭȅ ǳƴŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜŘ ōȅ aǊΦ CŀƴΩǎ reasons for comparing Canada to the U.S., Mr. Nowak set out on 

the same kind of critique as Professor Geist. He was back with a further post on March 18, 2013 titled 

http://wordsbynowak.com/2013/03/13/wireless/
http://wordsbynowak.com/2013/03/13/wireless/


Why do /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ wireless critics want to turn back time? 
March 19, 2013 

 
 

10 
 

άDebunking the wireless myth busters, reduxέ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ŦƛƎǳǊŜs from the Bank of America 

aŜǊǊƛƭƭ [ȅƴŎƘ άDƭƻōŀƭ ²ƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ aŀǘǊƛȄέ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴ ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ŎŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƘƛƎƘ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ 

ARPU and profit. Yet these data should surprise no one, they are well known and not something that we 

ŘŜƴȅΦ ²ŜΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŜƳōŀǊǊŀǎǎŜd about being a well-run, successful company. Interestingly, the Wireless 

Matrix also shows that the major carriers in Japan, Italy, Portugal and Switzerland all have higher 

wireless EBITDA margins than in Canada, as do carriers in many emerging markets, despite lower ARPUs. 

Mr. Nowak appears to believe that he has uncovered some new information ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǿǎ άƧǳǎǘ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜƭƭ 

ώǿŜΩǊŜϐ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŜǎ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ ƘƛƎƘ ǇǊƛŎŜǎΦέ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀǎ 

discussed under item 1 below, Mr. Nowak continues to confuse high ARPU with high prices, especially 

when prices in different markets are put into the contexts of both operating costs and per capita 

income. I respond to several statements in this post in the pages that follow. 

With regards to smartphone penetration, Mr. Nowak accurately reports that the Bank of America Merrill 

Lynch data show that as a proportion of the general population, 37% of Canadians have smartphones. 

When Mr. Fan refers to 67% penetration and Comscore refers to 62%, those represent smartphone 

users as a percentage of post-paid wireless subscribers. While wŜ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƭƻǿ 

wireless penetration rate, we would point out that smartphone adoption among the Canadian 

population is growing at the incredible rate of 49.5% year-over-year (as of 2012, according to Bank of 

America Merrill Lynch), such that our wireless penetration as a proportion of the population is no doubt 

also growing fast. Our internal estimates put it at 41.4% already. This issue is explored in more detail in 

item 9 below. 

Now, ƭŜǘΩǎ ǘǳǊƴ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ DŜƛǎǘΩǎ ōƭƻƎ Ǉƻǎǘ όǿƘƛŎƘ he converted into a Toronto Star column on 

aŀǊŎƘ мр ǘƛǘƭŜŘ άFight for wireless competition not over yetΣέ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ regrettably repeated many of 

the same errors and omissions). tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ DŜƛǎǘ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ άten reasons why there is ample evidence that 

the Canadian wireless market remains woefully uncompetitive when compared with peer countries 

around the world with higher costs, price gouging, and restrictive termsΦέ ¸Ŝǘ what the post actually 

consists of is a series of ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴǎΣ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ΨƎƻǘŎƘŀǎΣΩ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ based on out-of-date 

information. 

While many Canadians might instinctively agree that they would rather pay less for wireless services ς 

like everything else ς the claim that the market is uncompetitive would come as a surprise to anyone 

who listens to the radio and hears countless commercials for wireless services, each touting a new 

service innovation, a new device, or a promotional rate. The same goes for newspapers, TV, and outdoor 

advertising. At a basic level, iŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜΣ ǘƘŜƴ a lot of money is being wasted by a lot 

of companies trying to persuade consumers to choose them for their wireless needs. 

One just has to visit their local shopping mall and count how many places they can get a phone and from 

how many different brands to appreciate how many choices they have. CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŀǘ hǘǘŀǿŀΩǎ Rideau 

Centre, just blocks from tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ DŜƛǎǘΩǎ ƻŦŦƛce, one can shop for a wireless phone at no less than 

thirteen different retail outlets: !ǇǇƭŜΣ .Ŝƭƭ ²ƻǊƭŘΣ .ƭŀŎƪΩǎΣ /ŜƭƭǳƭŀǊ ·Σ YƻƻŘƻ aƻōƛƭŜΣ wƻƎŜǊǎ tƭǳǎΣ Tbooth 

http://wordsbynowak.com/2013/03/18/wireless-myths/
http://www.thestar.com/business/2013/03/15/fight_for_wireless_competition_not_over_yet_geist.html
http://www.rideaucentre.com/EN/directory/Pages/ListStoresA-Z.aspx
http://www.rideaucentre.com/EN/directory/Pages/ListStoresA-Z.aspx
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wireless, TELUS, The Source, Vidéotron, Virgin Mobile, WIND Mobile, and Wireless Wave. Other Ontario 

stores ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ wƛŘŜŀǳ /ŜƴǘǊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ t/ aƻōƛƭŜΣ ²ŀƭƳŀǊǘΣ .Ŝǎǘ .ǳȅκCǳǘǳǊŜ {ƘƻǇΣ 

PetroCanada, the Sony Store, Public Mobile, and Mobilicity, to say nothing of a wide range of 

independent retailers and online stores. Lƴ ŦŀŎǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ very far without coming across 

somewhere you can buy wireless service. 

By implausibly ŘŜŎƭŀǊƛƴƎ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ wireless market uncompetitive in the face of this kind of practical 

reality, industry critics denigrate the efforts of the people who bring those choices to the market. They 

doƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƘŜ cause of the newer ones, either, by implying that there are only three players in the 

market. As commenters on online forums often point out, several brands are in fact affiliated with larger 

carriers (similar to how Koodo is owned by TELUS), but ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ōƻǘƘŜǊ their customers, 

who appreciate the options that they add to the market. 

But I think we all want to get beyond this kind of anecdotal evidence and look at real economic evidence 

ς indeed, policymakers demand nothing less. Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǿƘȅ ǿŜ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ bƻǊŘƛŎƛǘȅ 

studies, and, ŀǎ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ōŜƭƻǿΣ bƻǊŘƛŎƛǘȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŘŜōǳƴƪŜŘ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ DŜƛǎǘΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƳȅǘƘǎ 

almost two years ago. 

Before going through them one-by-ƻƴŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ as a general matter that some of Professor 

DŜƛǎǘΩǎ ten points simply ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀǇǇƭȅ ǘƻ ¢9[¦{Σ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀǇǇƭȅ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ 

Geist says is ŀōǎŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΥ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴΦ ²Ŝ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎǳȅǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ǿŀƴǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ 

know it. We have brought several innovations to the Canadian market, including the Koodo tab model, 

which has been copied by many other carriers, and that trend of industry firsts continues to this day. 

By listening to our customers and doing away with things that annoy them, we are further 

differentiating ourselves from the competition all the time. !ƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƛƴ ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΥ ƻǳǊ 

Optik TV service has proven enormously popular with consumers in British Columbia, Alberta and 

Québec  (we now have over 678,000 total TV customers and growing) because it offers a superior 

alternative to conventional cable TVΦ ²ŜΩǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ άǾŜǊǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘέ ǿƛǘƘ 

content ownership and we never used άǘƘǊƻǘǘƭƛƴƎέ ƻƴ ƻǳǊ Internet service (where we have 1.3 million 

customers and growing, too). .ǳǘ ƭŜǘΩǎ ǎǘƛŎƪ ǘƻ ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ and go througƘ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ DŜƛǎǘΩǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ in order. 

 

1. Average revenue per user (ARPU) is high in North America because North Americans use 

their wireless devices more 

Professor Geist starts by expressing the view that ARPU (average revenue per user) is the most 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άCanada is the most carrier-friendly market in 

the world as the carriers extract higher revenues from their users than any other countryΦέ Based on the 

mere fact that Canada and Japan share the highest ARPU levels on the CRTC chart that he cites, 

tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ DŜƛǎǘ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ /ŀƴŀŘŀ ƛǎ άa market sorely lacking in strong competitionέ .ǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƻŦ 

http://www.telus.com/content/tv/optik/
http://about.telus.com/community/english/news_centre/news_releases/blog/2013/02/15/telus-reports-fourth-quarter-2012-results-announces-financial-targets-for-2013
http://about.telus.com/community/english/news_centre/news_releases/blog/2013/02/15/telus-reports-fourth-quarter-2012-results-announces-financial-targets-for-2013
http://www.crtc.gc.ca/eng/publications/reports/PolicyMonitoring/2012/cmr6.htm#f619
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JapanΚ Lǎ WŀǇŀƴ ŀ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ άǎƻǊŜƭȅ ƭŀŎƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴΣέ ǘƻƻΚ hǊ ƻƴŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

devices a lot, like Canada? 

Does high ARPU equal high prices? 

Right off the bat, Professor Geist confuses high ARPU with high prices. As a commenter on his own blog 

pointed out right away: 

If a family in Toronto spends $200 more on gas for their Toyota Corolla each month than a family in 

Montreal, does that mean gas is more expensive in Toronto? Of course not, you have to normalize usage 

before you can make a comparison, you have to look more deeply at the data. 

Mr. Nowak makes the same kind of observation as Professor Geist in his March 18 blog post: 

The story here is clear. Canadian carriers lead the world in terms of monthly average revenue per user, at 

$60.79. ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ мс ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎ όϷрмΦсмύΣ он ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ 

world average ($43.79) and 76 per cent higher than Europe ($27.02). Moreover, as the graph on the right 

shows, Canada is only one of four countries seeing ARPU growing. 

Lƴ ǎǇƛǘŜ ƻŦ aǊΦ CŀƴΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ƛǘΣ aǊΦ bƻǿŀƪ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ƳƛǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

/ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŘƛōƭŜ ǎƳŀǊǘǇƘƻƴŜ ǇŜƴŜǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƻŦ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ рл҈ ȅŜŀǊ-over-year and the fact that 

/ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴ ŎŀǊǊƛŜǊǎΩ ARPU (and data ARPU in particular) are also growing. It makes sense that growing 

smartphone-based data usage should show up in growing data revenues. As Mr. Fan said, this should be 

ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ƴŜǿǎ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ ƴƻǘ ŀ ōŀŘ ƻƴŜΥ άWe would argue that data ARPU growth driven by smartphone 

penetration growth is the sign of a healthy wireless industryέΦ 

Mr. Nowak also attempts to prove Mr. Fan wrong by observing that the Q3 2012 Bank of America Merrill 

Lynch (BoAML)  Global Wireless Matrix Řŀǘŀ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ά/ŀƴŀŘŀ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀŎƪ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ 

how ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΩ ōƛƭƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ŘŀǘŀΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ŀǘ оу҈Σ ōŜƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ 

world average of 42%. Yet Mr. Nowak fails to acknowledge two things. First, the very same low overall 

wireless penetration rate that he emphasizes partly explains this issue, but more important is the fact 

that data as a percentage of service revenues among the top three carriers grew at an estimated rate of 

38.2% year-over-year in 2012 (based on the first three quarters) according to the same report. BoAML  

also estimate that rate to grow to 44.5% in 2013. 

You can easily see where growth like that takes you ς eventually data revenue will dwarf voice revenue, 

and the phenomenon will presumably be particularly pronounced in countries with superior network 

infrastructure like Canada. LǘΩǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀ ǾƻƛŎŜ ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŘǊƻǇǇƛƴƎ nearly as fast as 

data revenue is growing, in part because Canadians actually talk on their mobile phones a lot ς more 

than people in most countries, in fact. 

We may be starting from a base of relatively low wireless penetration, but that is changing fast, as 

Canadians adopt the very best wireless devices and use them on our world-class networksΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ all 

being enabled by vibrant competition in the Canadian wireless market, not held back by a lack of it. If 
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ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƛǎ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ǳƴŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜΣ ǘƘŜƴ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ DŜƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ aǊΦ bƻǿŀƪΩǎ 

explanations for the explosive growth in smartphone adoption and data usage that current reports like 

the BoAML Global Wireless Matrix prove beyond any doubt. 

Convinced that he has discredited aǊΦ CŀƴΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƘƛƎƘ !wt¦ ƛǎ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ōȅ ƘƛƎƘ ǎƳŀǊǘǇƘƻƴŜ ǳǎŀƎŜΣ 

aǊΦ bƻǿŀƪ ƴŜȄǘ ǘǳǊƴǎ ǘƻ ŎƘǳǊƴ Řŀǘŀ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ Ƙƛǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƭƻǿ 

(but certainly not world-ƭƻǿύ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ŎƘǳǊƴ ǊŀǘŜǎ ŀǊŜ άƛƴŘǳōƛǘŀōƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘǊŜŜ-ȅŜŀǊ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘǎΦέ 

But Mr. Nowak makes at least two questionable statements in a chain. First, he says that countries with 

ǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǊǳƭŜǎ ƻƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾƛŎŜ ƭƻŎƪƛƴƎ άǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƳŜ ƛƴ ƭƻǿ ƛƴ !wt¦ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴǎΦέ L ŘƻƴΩǘ 

ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘǊǳŜ ƻǊ ƴƻǘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ aǊΦ bƻǿŀƪ ƎƻŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŦǳǎŜ !wt¦ 

ǿƛǘƘ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ άƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŎƻǊǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƘƛƎƘ ƳƻƴǘƘƭȅ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ 

ŀƴŘ ƭƻǿ ŎƘǳǊƴΦέ Lǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩt indicate any such thing. aǊΦ bƻǿŀƪ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŀƴȅ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

relationship between prices and churn. 

A strong correlation between high prices and low churn? In what countries have high prices been shown 

to discourage consumers from switching providers? Given the array of competing carriers offering 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ όŀƴŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƭƻǿŜǊύ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΣ ƛǎ ƛǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ aǊΦ bƻǿŀƪΩǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

consumers who are unsatisfied with what their current provider is charging are less likely to leave? 

Perhaps he is arguing that they are less able ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ άƭƻŎƪŜŘ ƛƴέ ōȅ ǘƘǊŜŜ-year 

contracts and an inability to unlock their phone. This is another allegation that simply does not apply to 

TELUS and for that reason ends up proving the opposite of what the author is trying to show. 

Since moving to our simple Device Balance approach in 2010 (which is the rule in Québec and will soon 

become the rule nationwide), TELUS customers can leave anytime they like by paying off the remaining 

device subsidy amount shown clearly on their bill. Our customers can also have their devices unlocked 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜ ŦŜŜ ƻŦ Ϸор όŀǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ŀǘ ƛǘŜƳ т ōŜƭƻǿύΦ ¢9[¦{ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ άƭƻŎƪŜŘ ƛƴέ 

the way Mr. Nowak describes, and yet we have the lowest churn rates and among the highest customer 

satisfaction ratings in the industry. How would Mr. Nowak account for that, since our ARPU is also high? 

Does this prove that our prices are in fact low, since Mr. Nowak says there is correlation between prices 

ŀƴŘ ŎƘǳǊƴΚ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀǊ without more supporting data, but such a statement would 

certainly be in line with the kind of logic that we frequently hear from industry critics.  

Do Canadians spend relatively more or less on wireless services? 

Perhaps by saying that ARPU appears high in Canada, Professor Geist is trying to say that Canadians 

spend more on wireless services than people in other countries. If the statistics showed that we do, as a 

proportion of their household budgets, it would not be surprising to an economist, given that we 

consume more communications services than almost anybody in the world (see below). But they ŘƻƴΩǘΦ 

Figure 8.7 in the 2011 OECD report shows that in 2009, Canadians spent the fourth most on 

communications services among 20 countries (albeit comparatively less on wireless).  
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Does that mean that communications prices in Canada are the fourth-highest in the OECD? No. In fact, 

Figure 8.2 shows that Canadian households spent the fifth least out of 29 countries on communications 

expenditures (which includes telecom equipment and services as well as postal services) in 2009, well 

below the OECD average.  

 


