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Un-carrier at three years:  
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T-Mobile’s Un-carrier campaign reaches the ripe old age of three this month. Through 10 major waves (and count-
less smaller ripples), the operator has pushed and prodded the US mobile market down a new path, and revitalized 
its own business.
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T-Mobile’s Un-carrier strategy reaches the age of three in March. Via 10 major announcements, T-Mobile has 
attacked the weak flanks of its rivals and driven disruptive change throughout the US mobile market. In ways 
both large and small, it has succeeded. 

The changes it initiated or helped drive – many of which are now broadly adopted in the market – include: 
no contracts for postpaid customers; an end to device subsidies and the introduction of new ways to get 
devices; the advent of frequent device upgrade programs; new service approaches to international roaming 
and long-distance, music and video streaming, and Wi-Fi network off-loading; new pricing tactics, including 
keeping leftover monthly data; and more. Three years in, and the impact of those moves on T-Mobile and the 
entire US mobile market has come into focus.

T H E  4 5 1  TA K E
It’s hard to underestimate the impact T-Mobile’s Un-carrier effort has had on the US mobile industry. Many 
individual Un-carrier moves stand out significantly – from the initial no-contract/no subsidy/no overage push 
to still unmatched service innovations like zero-rated music and video streaming. In the end, though, it is the 
cumulative impact of Un-carrier that has driven the biggest result: the almost doubling of T-Mobile’s customer 
count in a scant three years, coupled with the reinvention of long-standing business practices across the en-
tire US mobile market. T-Mobile isn’t alone in creating – or benefiting from – those changes, but many of them 
wouldn’t have happened as rapidly without T-Mobile pushing its Un-carrier agenda. By almost any measure, 
T-Mobile’s impact on the US mobile market over the past three years has been outsized and truly disruptive.

C O N T E X T
At the close of 2011, AT&T dropped its proposed $39bn merger with T-Mobile, leaving both companies grasping for what 
would come next. For T-Mobile, the market’s number-four operator at the time, there were some consolation prizes: $3bn 
in breakup fees and some important AWS spectrum. But that alone wouldn’t ensure the company a successful future. 
Nine months later, the operator would get a new CEO in John Legere, and in just six months under Legere, a new strategy 
dubbed ‘Un-carrier’ emerged, driven by the idea of setting itself apart from its traditional carrier rivals and placing the 
customer at the center of its strategy.

For its three-year anniversary this March, T-Mobile shared landmarks and metrics for some of its most critical Un-carrier 
moves, highlighting the impact they’ve had across its business, including: 

 � As of the end of 2015, 94% of its postpaid customer base is on no-contract Simple Choice plans (Un-carrier 1.0; March 
2013). Three years ago, no-contract options in the postpaid realm simply didn’t exist – two-year contracts with hefty 
early termination fee (ETF) penalties were the norm. Today all four US operators have made no-contract the central way 
they sell postpaid mobile service, largely instigated by T-Mobile’s initial no-contract push. Today, an estimated 50% of 
all US mobile users are on no-contract deals. To assist customers stuck in contracts, T-Mobile offered to pay customer 
ETFs if they moved (Un-carrier 4.0, ‘Carrier Freedom,’ January 2014), a promotion that in some form is now in place at 
all carriers, again largely in response to T-Mobile’s competitive pressure. T-Mobile estimates 2.8 million customers have 
switched under its Carrier Freedom campaign.

 � In the same time frame, 13.3 million, or more than 40%, of its postpaid customers have enrolled in the company’s up-
grade programs, JUMP! (device financing) or JUMP! On Demand (device leasing) (Un-carrier 2.0, July 2013, and Un-car-
rier Amped, June 2015, respectively). While T-Mobile isn’t alone in offering frequent device upgrade programs (AT&T 
announced its Next upgrade program days after T-Mobile unveiled JUMP!), JUMP! represents a critical part of T-Mobile’s 
no-contract/no-subsidy vision. 

 � As of January, 2.25 million T-Mobile subscribers per month roam (voice, text and data) in more than 100 countries 
outside the US under their standard data plans, and at no extra charge (Un-carrier 3.0, October 2013). The operator’s 
Simple Global plan addressed one of the major pain points of global travel: paying exorbitant fees to roam on other 
carrier networks. 
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 � At no cost (i.e., zero-rated on its network), T-Mobile customers today stream more than 210 million songs per day from 
40 music streaming sites and watch video content from 52 video providers (accounting for 18% of the video served on 
its network, or 45PB of data in just three months). If T-Mobile’s Music Freedom (Un-carrier 6.0, June 2014) was a strong, 
differentiated mobile service offer, Binge On (Un-carrier X, November 2015) represents a fundamental, out-of-the-box 
change to how an operator delivers high-bandwidth-consuming services over its network. 

These key data points represent what 451 Research believes to be the Un-carrier’s most important highlights: moves that 
have thrust T-Mobile forward competitively and altered the overall dynamics of how the US mobile industry functions – 
no small achievement.

N E T W O R K  E VO LU T I O N
While not strictly a part of Un-carrier – which has always been more about addressing customer pain points and growing 
the business than technology – the evolution of T-Mobile’s mobile network is nonetheless a significant part of its story 
over the past three years. Beginning its Un-carrier period in 2013, T-Mobile was far from a position of strength with its net-
work. Rivals had outspent and out-positioned the company on spectrum, and the reach of its network – not just in terms 
of 4G data, but overall reach and coverage – trailed T-Mobile’s peers significantly.

This makes T-Mobile’s network progress – especially alongside its Un-carrier business tactics – so impactful. While T-Mo-
bile still trails in some measures (such as rural coverage), and both wins and loses in industry drive tests (a claim almost 
every US operator can share), a few key network developments stand out:

 � Today T-Mobile covers 305 million PoPs with LTE, essentially reaching parity (for instance, covering 97% of Verizon cus-
tomers) with US operator rivals. For T-Mobile, its LTE expansion has been a rapid push – considering it had zero LTE PoPs 
at the beginning of 2013. In 2015 alone T-Mobile doubled its LTE geographic coverage. 

 � T-Mobile has deployed what it calls Wideband LTE (with 15x15MHz of bandwidth available and data throughput reach-
ing 20Mbps), reaching 268 markets to date. The operator has doubled its Wideband LTE markets since year-end 2014, 
with a goal of reaching more than 300 markets by mid-2016. Enhanced speeds have become an important marketing 
pivot as rivals, including Verizon (with XLTE) and Sprint (with LTE Plus), have begun explicitly selling raw speed capabil-
ities in key service markets. 

 �  Improved low-band in-home/in-building coverage with its Extended Range LTE deployments, covering 188 million 
PoPs in 300 markets to date. Limited low-band spectrum has long dogged T-Mobile, and was at least partially respon-
sible for the aggressive in-home Wi-Fi calling push of Un-carrier 7.0 in September 2014. T-Mobile says it has 36 devices 
available today capable of working on 700MHz LTE Band 12, with 18.7 million such devices in use by customers today. 
Spectrum deals already in place give the company a coverage total of 258 million low-band PoPs, with plans to aggres-
sively bid in this year’s 600MHz spectrum auction to expand its low-band coverage even further. 

C O M P E T I T I V E  I M PA C T
All of this would be for naught if T-Mobile’s Un-carrier tactics and related business and network strategies hadn’t moved 
the needle for T-Mobile business-wise. To that end, two metrics stand out, reflecting market-leading improvements in 
subscriber growth and customer satisfaction:

 � From the end of 2012 through the end of 2015 – the three-year period of Un-carrier – T-Mobile has grown from 33.4 mil-
lion customers to 63.2 million customers. That growth has catapulted its market share from 10% to 17%, and enabled 
it to surpass Sprint to become the number-three US-based operator (see Figure 1). Since launching Un-carrier in March 
2013, T-Mobile has added customers every quarter, including more than eight million net-add customers in 2015 alone. 

Figure 1: US mobile services market 2013-2015 

 
End of 2012

Before 
Market Share End of 2015

After 
Market Share

AT&T 106,957,000 33% 128,640,000 34%

Verizon 105,989,000 33% 120,965,000 32%

Sprint 55,626,000 17% 58,359,000 15%

T-Mobile 33,389,000 10% 63,282,000 17%

Others 24,514,000 8% 8,579,000 2%

Total Lines 326,475,000 100% 379,825,000 100%
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 � T-Mobile has significantly improved its customer satisfaction scores. During its Un-carrier period, T-Mobile has improved 
its ‘very satisfied’ rating from 26% in December 2012 to 35% in December of 2015, according to 451 Research’s Change-
Wave survey. As of today, T-Mobile’s ‘very satisfied’ rating stands ahead of Sprint (26%) and AT&T (26%), and it has slashed 
Verizon’s (39%) lead from 22 percentage points in 2012 to just four percentage points today – a testament to the impact 
and perceptions of Un-carrier on customers. 

Figure 2: Customer satisfaction ratings by carrier
Customers Who Say they are Very Satisfied with Their Wireless Service Provider

 � T-Mobile is one of the few global mobile operators aggressively growing revenue. Indeed, it’s illustrative to consider the 
impact of T-Mobile’s Un-carrier strategy not only within the US mobile market, but also as compared with other global 
mobile markets and other disruptive mobile players. T-Mobile sits alongside a small handful of truly global players – such 
as France’s Free Mobile – that have demonstrated the impact that disruptive strategies can have on a mobile market.  

Figure 3: Global carriers compared – revenue growth
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C O N C LU S I O N
Three years after its initial Un-carrier salvo, the cumulative impact of T-Mobile’s disruptive moves are clear. Customers have 
benefited from new ways to buy mobile devices and services, and from market innovations – and instigations – ranging 
from no-additional-charge global roaming and ETF payoffs to zero-rated music and video streaming. 

SWOT ANALYSIS

STRENGTHS
T-Mobile offers customers a different way of do-
ing business with their mobile operator – one 
that it turns out a good portion of the US mo-
bile market had been clamoring for. In the end, 
Un-carrier has not represented one single move, 
but a major leap forward for T-Mobile’s brand, vi-
sion and market position.

WEAKNESSES
T-Mobile’s traditional weakness has been its net-
work, which has been light on indoor-penetrating 
low-band spectrum. The operator has worked 
hard to improve the quality and reach of its net-
work, but ongoing challenges – in both reality and 
reputation – remain.

OPPORTUNITIES
Here are two possibilities: cord-cutting and the 
unbundling of traditional TV, and a successful 
business model for the digital home and Internet 
of Things. An even bigger opportunity wildcard 
exists in the form of significant M&A activity.

THREATS
Ongoing uncertainty over parent company Deut-
sche Telekom’s plan for its investment remains. 
Larger rivals Verizon and AT&T are diversifying at 
a dizzying rate, and have enterprise businesses 
that T-Mobile can’t touch.


