
Wireless Snapshot 2017
MORE DEVICES, MORE SMARTPHONES, AND MORE APPLICATIONS 
CONTRIBUTE TO OUR MOBILE-FIRST LIVES.

REPORTED WIRELESS DATA TRAFFIC

Since 1985, CTIA has tracked the evolution of the U.S. wireless industry with our Wireless Industry Indices Report. 
By every metric, wireless is now central to our lives. Last year was no exception, driven by Americans’ ever-rising 
demand for mobile services. Wireless subscribers sent an additional four trillion megabytes over our networks over 
2015 levels—and since 2010, data traffic has increased by a factor of 35.

Wireless Data Continues Explosive Growth.
In 2016, wireless data traffic reached yet another record high. In all, traffic totaled 13.72 trillion MBs—the equivalent 
of 1.58 million years of streaming HD video1—an increase of 4.07 trillion megabytes over 2015. Over the past two 
years, data use has increased 238 percent.
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SMARTPHONES ARE NOW PERVASIVE. There are 261.9 million smartphones in use today, representing nearly
80 percent of the U.S. population. With smartphones generating 102 times more data than a current basic mobile 
device,6 the continued rise in smartphone ownership is a driving force behind the significant increase in data 
traffic across wireless networks. On average last year, a smartphone generated 3.87 GB of data every month. This 
represents an over 1,400 percent increase since 2010, due to the rise of faster networks, more sophisticated phones, 
and new applications and services.

Millennials lead smartphone adoption, with 92 percent of 18-29 year olds having a smartphone, followed by 88 
percent of 30-49 year olds, and 74 percent of 50-64 year olds.7 With respect to race, smartphone ownership cuts 
across the board, with approximately 72 percent of African-Americans, 75 percent of Hispanics, and 77 percent of 
whites in the U.S. having smartphones.8

Driving the Remarkable Increase in Wireless Data Traffic.
Almost every person in America has a mobile phone. The vast majority have a smartphone. Nearly the entire country 
has been blanketed with high-speed mobile broadband coverage. Speeds are increasing. And consumers view 
wireless as indispensable to their lives.

MOBILE DEVICE OWNERSHIP CONTINUES TO RISE. Mobile device use continues to increase across all
demographics. Roughly 396 million mobile devices are in use today,2 up 4.7 percent in 2016, continuing a 
remarkable decades-long growth curve. There are now more wireless devices than Americans, with about 1.2 devices 
for every person in the country. That makes the wireless platform nearly ubiquitous: 95 percent of U.S. adults own a 
cellphone.3 Compare that to the 78 percent of Americans who own a computer4 and the fact there are enough cars 
and motorcycles on the road for only 77 percent of Americans.5

ESTIMATED SUBSCRIBER CONNECTIONS

Across income levels, a significant majority of Americans now have 
smartphones, with 64 percent of people making less than $30,000 
a year and 93 percent of people earning more than $75,000 a year 
owning smartphones.9 And since 2011, the number of individuals 
making under $30,000 per year who own a smartphone has grown by 
42 percent.10
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WIRELESS INCREASINGLY THE ON-RAMP TO THE INTERNET. For some, mobile devices are their sole means of
accessing the Internet. Twelve percent of Americans rely on their smartphone as their primary access to the Internet 
at home—and these individuals are more likely to be younger, non-white, and lower-income.11 More people are 
cutting the cord and going wireless-only when it comes to phone service, making their mobile device their only 
telephone connection.

GROWTH IN WIRELESS-ONLY HOUSEHOLDS12

Today, just over half—50.8 percent—of American households only have a mobile voice connection.13 For Millennials, 
the number increases to over two-thirds who live in mobile-only households.14 These data points showcase a dynamic 
and growing wireless industry.

MORE CELL SITES EXPAND COVERAGE AND SPEEDS. At the end of 2016, a record 308,334 cell sites were
in operation, representing growth of over 57 percent in the last ten years. This number is poised to increase 
dramatically as the wireless industry densifies today’s networks and prepares for 5G, the next-generation of wireless, 
with hundreds of thousands of small cells in the next three to four years.

Thanks in part to the buildout of wireless industry infrastructure, more than 98 percent of the U.S. population is 
covered by three or more providers of mobile wireless service and more than 95 percent of the population is covered 
by three or more LTE-based service providers.15 Consumers win with this level of competition.
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MOBILE SPEEDS CONTINUE TO INCREASE AND DRIVE DATA USE. Today’s 4G LTE mobile data speeds
increased nearly 40 times since 3G speeds in 2007,16 and download speeds for all mobile phones have grown by 
almost 40 percent since 2015.17 Today, Americans benefit from average 4G LTE speeds of nearly 17 Mbps.18 Faster 
speeds allow for quicker downloads, better connections, and more advanced apps, which in turn fuel increased 
consumption and innovation.

SATISFIED WITH THEIR WIRELESS SERVICE, CONSUMERS SEE WIRELESS AS INDISPENSABLE. With all this
mobile use, the vast majority of Americans—four out every five—consider wireless service indispensable.19 In fact, 
the average U.S. consumer checks their phone nearly 50 times throughout the day.20

TIME WITH MOBILE DEVICES ALSO INCREASING DRAMATICALLY. Today, Americans spend 2 hours and 32
minutes a day on average, using apps or accessing the web on their smartphones—a figure that has doubled in 
the past year alone.21 In addition, 71% of the time people spend online is from a mobile device,22 mobile minutes 
exceeded 1 billion for the first month ever in March 2016,23 and consumers spent twice as many minutes on mobile 
as desktop for the first month ever in April 2016.24

CONTINUED IMPORTANCE OF TEXT AND VOICE. In 2016, wireless consumers spent 2.751 trillion minutes of use
(MOU) talking on their mobile devices through traditional voice services.

In addition to voice capabilities, text messaging remains a critically important wireless feature. With SMS’s very high 
engagement rate—90 percent of consumers say they read a message within minutes of receipt25—and its high daily 
use rate—71 percent of consumers use SMS at least once a day26—it is no surprise that consumers sent a remarkable 
1.939 trillion messages (combined SMS and MMS) in 2016.

These numbers matter because they illustrate the centrality of wireless connectivity to our lives.
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Wireless Impact: Investing in America and Growing our Economy.
WIRELESS INVESTMENT MEANS GLOBAL LEADERSHIP. America’s wireless leadership is possible only because of
the significant capital investments that wireless carriers make in their networks. Wireless capital expenditures totaled 
$26.4 billion in 2016, and over $200 billion in the past seven years alone.

SPECTRUM IS A KEY WIRELESS INVESTMENT. In addition to capital expenditures, the wireless industry has also
spent billions of dollars on spectrum licenses. Since 1994, FCC spectrum auctions – including the recent 600MHz 
auction – raised over $100 billion in revenue for the government.26

WIRELESS CREATES JOBS. In 2016, wireless carriers directly employed 216,537 people across the country. Wireless
employees also have higher wages—46 percent higher, in fact—than average.27

In addition, wireless directly supports more than 4.6 million jobs across ecosystem sectors—device and accessories 
manufacturers, wireless operators, retailers, network suppliers, app and content stores, mobile advertising networks, 
advertising, and others.28

MOBILE INDUSTRY 
COMPARED TO 
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WIRELESS DRIVES ECONOMIC GROWTH. Licensed wireless service generates more than $400 billion annually29 in
direct and indirect economic activity. This spend in the wireless ecosystem is a result of the use of licensed spectrum 
and doesn’t even account for the economic benefits produced by other industry sectors that rely on the mobile 
broadband platform.

THE NEXT GENERATION OF WIRELESS: 5G, SMART CITIES, AND THE INTERNET OF THINGS. 5G, the next-
generation of wireless, will unlock new cycles of innovation and investment across the mobile ecosystem. Analysts 
predict 5G networks will be up to 100 times faster than 4G networks, connect 100 times the number of devices, and 
respond 5 times as quickly. Driving this wireless revolution is a projected $275 billion dollars in investment that will 
create up to 3 million new 5G jobs and add approximately $500 billion to the U.S. economy.30

Wireless-powered smart city solutions could produce $160 billion in benefits and savings from lower energy use, 
reduced traffic congestion, and decreased fuel costs.31 Connected devices could create $305 billion in annual savings 
for the healthcare industry,32 and self-driving cars could save 21,700 lives and $447 billion per year.33 The number 
of IoT devices worldwide will conservatively surpass 20 billion by the year 2020,34 and this increase in connectivity 
stands to add roughly $2.7 trillion to U.S. GDP by 2030.35

The proliferation of mobile use has transformed our lives, and we’re only scratching the surface. Mobile and 
connected life innovation is exploding as new consumers and commercial applications are brought to market. The 
future is here and we look forward to seeing where it takes America next.
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