
Background on CTIA’s Wireless Industry Survey

CTIA’s wireless industry survey develops industry-wide information drawn from operational member and non-member 
wireless service providers.  It has been conducted since January 1985, originally as a cellular-only survey instrument, and 
now including the community of CMRS licensees (e.g., PCS, ESMR, AWS, BRS and 700 MHz license holders). No break-
out of results specific to spectrum bands or licenses is performed. From January 1985 through December 2012, it was 
conducted as a semi-annual survey, and it is now conducted on an annual basis.

The information determined based on the survey includes: direct employment, number of cell sites, total service 
revenues, the average revenue per unit (ARPU), and various measures of usage (e.g., minutes and megabytes). The ARPU 
figure is not equal to the average monthly bill, which may reflect provision of service to multiple devices on a single 
account.

CTIA’s survey develops information on the number of reported wireless service subscribers or “connections” for the 
responding systems, and an estimated total connections figure (taking into account non-responding systems). Because 
CTIA’s survey is a voluntary survey, it cannot compel responses from wireless carriers. However, the survey has an 
excellent response rate.  For the December 31, 2016, installment of the survey, CTIA aggregated data from companies 
serving 97.9 percent of all estimated wireless subscriber connections (excluding some machine-to-machine and other 
units not treated as “subscriber connections” for reporting purposes by some carriers). 

Because not all systems do respond, CTIA develops an estimate of total wireless connections. The estimate is developed 
by determining the identity and character of non-respondents and their markets (e.g., RSA/MSA or equivalent-market 
designation, age of system, market population), and using surrogate penetration and growth rates applicable to similar, 
known systems to derive probable subscribership. These numbers are then summed with the reported subscriber 
connection numbers to reach the total estimated figures.  No carrier-specific or market-specific information is maintained 
as a result of the survey. All such information is aggregated by an independent accounting firm to a nationwide level. The 
underlying source material for the survey is then destroyed per confidentiality agreements.

The following tables and charts reflect selected top-of-the-line data. Complete results of CTIA’s survey will be available 
for purchase in the comprehensive report, CTIA’s Wireless Industry Indices: 1985 – 2016, including data on revenues, 
subscriber usage, investment, and other operational indicators and ratios. The report is available for a member price 
of $850 and a non-member price of $1,075.  Subsequent copies are available to members at $475 each and to non-
members at $535 each.  Annual subscriptions are available at a member price of $1,445 and non-member price of 
$1,825.  The report may be ordered by contacting research@ctia.org or by ordering directly from CTIA’s online Store at 
http://store.ctia.org/. Order forms are also available on CTIA’s web site, at http://files.ctia.org/pdf/Indices_Order_Form1.
pdf.



ESTIMATED WIRELESS SUBSCRIBER CONNECTIONS

SMARTPHONES IN ACTIVE USE

681,825

44,042,992

233,040,781

395,881,497

Estimated Connections up 4.7% from 2015, Almost 18 Million Net Adds 
Year-Over-Year

Reported Smartphones Rose 15% Year-to-Year



REPORTED WIRELESS DATA TRAFFIC
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ANNUAL MINUTES, MESSAGES AND 
MEGABYTES OF WIRELESS TRAFFIC
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MOUs Combined Messages 
(SMS/MMS)

MB of Data Usage

Reported Annual Wireless Data Traffic Grew 35 Times Since 2010, Up 
42% from 2015

The Mix of Minutes, Messages and MBs Changes – Data Dominates



CELL SITES IN SERVICE

COMBINED WIRELESS SERVICE AND 
EQUIPMENT REVENUES (MILLIONS)

Annual Service Revenues Publicly Reported Equipment Revenues

Combined Service and Equipment Revenues Rose 0.3% Year-to-Year

A Record 308,334 Cells Sites Were in Operation in 2016, Representing 
a 57% Growth Over the Last Decade
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MONTHLY SERVICE AVERAGE REVENUE PER UNIT (ARPU)

CTIA ANNUALIZED WIRELESS INDUSTRY SURVEY RESULTS - 2000 T0 2016

Monthly ARPU Fell 7% Year-to-Year

Cumulative Capital Investment Neared $489 Billion at Year-end 2016




