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Executive Summary 

 

 Not-spots affect UK citizens to varying degrees; the research suggests that 

those who have no coverage at all are less inclined to be frustrated as they 

are less reliant on the mobile phone and more adept at making arrangements 

and planning without a mobile phone. But the potential consequences of no 

coverage can be severe particularly in rural or coastal areas and in high risk 

jobs such as farming. The frustration vented by respondents experiencing 

intermittent coverage was more evident due to the greater reliance on the 

mobile phone 

 

 Rural businesses, particularly those requiring a degree of mobility are 

perhaps the worst affected by local coverage issues 

 

 Those who were more likely to express their frustration were more likely to 

either be living in urban areas or experiencing intermittent coverage 

problems.  They frequently adapt their behaviour and are more likely to 

complain to their mobile network   

 

 Lack of coverage impacts on a number of spheres in daily life: safety, 

inconvenience, social connectedness and health.  However the most common 

experience of living / working in a not-spot area is frustration and minor 

inconvenience to everyday living and working arrangements, although the 

knowledge that in more serious circumstances they are more vulnerable 

causes some distress  

 

 Almost all would welcome coverage solutions, particularly those who live in 

remote rural areas and feel isolated in an increasingly modern society with 

which they can’t keep pace without access to technology.  There was very 

minimal concern raised in this research about the impact of masts on health 

 



Project Not Spots 

   

Illuminas 03/11/2010 2 of 31 

 Lack of (reliable) broadband is a greater issue and feelings about not being 

able to get this at home run high, particularly where children are involved 

and there is a sense that they are being alienated from the wider world 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Project Not Spots 

   

Illuminas 03/11/2010 3 of 31 

1. The need for research into ‘not-spots’ 

 

 ‘Not-spots’ are areas were mobile phone coverage and /or broadband 

services are not available (or are available in low quality / speed) 

 

 Not-spots can occur in densely populated urban areas, on transport links and 

even within certain offices and homes 

 

 The existence of mobile ‘not-spots’ is a concern for Ofcom considering the 

role mobile communications now play in the way people and communities 

interact 

  

 One of Ofcom’s key priorities is to ‘maintain and strengthen the 

communication infrastructure across the UK’. Part of this remit is to make 

progress on broadband and mobile not-spots and to take the opportunity to 

understand what consumer experiences and needs are. 

 

 The main aim of the research was to understand the impact of mobile not 

spots on UK citizens.  Other more specific objectives are described in the 

appendix. 
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2. Research methodology 

 

The research is predominantly consumer focused but also includes a small 

selection of small-medium businesses.  The research is concerned with outdoor 

not-spots areas/ transport links but does not include building design issues. 

 

An overview of the methodology has been outlined below with further breakdown 

detailed in the appendix. 

 

 50 telephone interviews to understand individual experiences and needs 

across specific not-spot areas in UK 

o 38 consumer; 12 small-medium businesses 

o 20 rural; 10 urban; 12 transport network users; 8 small-medium 

mobile business owners 

o Regional spread: England (14); Scotland (13); Wales (12); NI (11) 

 

The 50 telephone interviews were complemented by: 

 20 interviews along with a 1 week diary capturing mobile phone usage 

 10 respondents selected to do a self-film video & vox pops 

 16 additional face to face interviews conducted (4 per location) 

 

Priority was given to obtaining interviews in areas of interest as highlighted by 

Ofcom.  These locations were selected following discussions with the Ofcom 

National Advisory Committees and also through Not Spots research conducted by 

PA Consulting. Further details of interview locations are available in the appendix. 

 

Screening was carried out to establish whether respondents had mobile and/or 

broadband problems (or both) and to ensure that problems with mobile reception 

were not confined to inside the home. 
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3. The types of coverage problems identified  

 

The following section describes the types of non spots identified in the research 

and how the types of non spots vary between urban and rural locations.  There 

were two broad types of non-coverage areas identified by Illuminas from the 

research.  There were areas in which there was ‘no coverage’ and areas in which 

there was ‘intermittent or patchy’ coverage. 

 

 ‘No coverage’ are generally large areas where there is no mobile signal 

received: 

 In these areas respondents would claim it is a well known ‘not-spot’ 

with absolutely no coverage for large parts of the area. 

 

 Intermittent or very patchy coverage could be described as:  

 Areas in which respondents experienced lack of coverage in a certain 

street or area of the garden/ house.   

 Areas in which respondents would describe as generally being OK but 

will sometimes ‘drop out’ for periods.  Such a problem is more likely 

to apply to broadband than mobile coverage and is more commonly 

associated with weather disruption. 

 

3.1 Differences between those experiencing no coverage vs. 

intermittent coverage 

 

There were a number of distinct differences identified between the type of 

coverage and the impact it has on residents or regular visitors to the area: 

 

 The extent of not-spots  

 Those experiencing ‘no coverage’ areas are usually very clear about 

the extent of the non coverage area and more importantly where 

exactly coverage can be achieved.  Respondents could frequently 

identify the closest mast or refer to the actual mileage impacted by 
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non coverage. “There is no coverage in about a 10 mile radius.  You 

have to walk up to one of the peaks near here if you want to make a 

call and that takes 1 hr 10 min.” (Female, younger family, Wales). 

 Those experiencing intermittent coverage were clear if it was a 

specific and regular commuter route or a specific area in and around 

the home.  However, the extent of strength of signal may vary 

allowing calls to be made one day but not the next. “Sometimes I get 

coverage at the back of the house and other times I don’t. It’s just 

hard to predict.” (Female, older family, NI). 

 

 Reasons for not-spots  

 Because intermittent coverage can be found in such small restricted 

areas or varies on a day to day basis, there are often a variety of 

reasons suggested such as lack of masts, signal is not powerful 

enough or there is impact of weather or interference of satellites.  

“Well there is obviously a lack of masts but I don’t know what might 

impact the signal… maybe satellites or something like that.” (Older 

couple, England). “With us it is the close proximity to the South (of 

Ireland) so just across the Lough there must be a more powerful 

signal from Eirecell and our one is probably blocked by the 

mountains.” (Young family, NI).  

 Residents in areas of no coverage would consistently say no coverage 

was directly as a result of a lack of masts in the area or that the 

mast signal was blocked by a geographical feature of the landscape. 

“I would say there are just not enough masts.” (Older family, 

Wales).  “The mast is probably about 15 miles away as the crow flies 

but we live in the next valley so the signal is probably blocked by 

the mountains around us.” (Older family, Wales). 

 

 The role of the mobile phone  

 As a consequence of having no coverage residents would not rely on 

their mobile phone and would rarely have it on them if likely to be 

within the non coverage zone.  Light usage was evident particularly 
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with older audiences who often relied on the landline phone instead.  

The mobile would be used if the respondent was going out of the 

general vicinity, travelling abroad, making arrangements or staying in 

touch with friends & family. “I would rarely take it out with me 

around here but if I was going down to London or something I would 

take it with me.” (Older couple, England).  

 In contrast those living within intermittent coverage were more likely 

to be a relatively frequent user. The mobile is carried everywhere 

and is switched on.  It is used to make everyday arrangements such 

as picking up children from schools, or letting family know when they 

will be home, texting, internet connection such as Facebook and 

news sites.  “My phone is with me all the time.  I use it when I am 

picking the kids up from school.  That’s the most frustrating because 

there is no coverage around the school and there is always a panic.” 

(Young family, NI). 

 

  Level of frustration  

 Those living in areas of no coverage are less likely to be frustrated on 

a day to day basis as they are generally less reliant on the mobile 

phone and more adept at making arrangements and planning without 

a mobile phone. But the potential consequences of not having 

coverage can be severe particularly in rural or coastal areas and in 

high risk jobs such as farming.  

 The frustration vented by those experiencing intermittent coverage 

was more evident due to the greater reliance on the mobile phone 

and generally the greater the frequency of disruption to their 

everyday lives. While the potential consequences don’t seem to be as 

serious, there is a perception of lack of alternatives when signal is 

poor. 
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3.2 Differences between Urban and Rural Locations  

 
 Large areas of ‘no coverage’ were perceived by respondents living in rural 

Scotland and Wales.  However, ‘spots’ of no coverage were perceived by 

respondents in this research to be relatively contained in England and NI. 

 The not spot areas identified in England and NI were relatively specific and 

less remote, often within a short drive to a local town or village with 

relatively good coverage. Respondents would frequently talk about driving in 

and out of not spots but rarely remained in a not spot for large periods of 

time. 

 In contrast extremely remote communities (such as those identified in 

Scotland and Wales) were more adept to the type of communication issues 

remoteness brings. There was a degree of both acceptance and annoyance 

from rural communities. 

 However level of resentment about coverage is more evident from those who 

have moved from urban/ city areas to rural areas and business users who rely 

on their mobile phone to a greater degree.  

 City based mobile users by contrast demand a high quality of services and 

were unlikely to accept any degree of disruption.  They expect to be able to 

communicate during any ‘dead time’ such as train/ car journeys and queuing.  

Many rely on this as an extension of work time and would become stressed if 

unable to make or receive calls, send or receive emails or on conference calls 

that clearly log out when the connection drops. There was no degree of 

acceptance of any non coverage issues compounded by the belief that in 

build up areas, there should be adequate masts for coverage. “We should be 

technology advanced so that there shouldn’t be any reasons for bad 

connections.  Why should heavy rain affect my mobile coverage?  I pay for a 

service and I should get what I pay for.” (Female, single, England). 

 

 Nearly all our respondents, from all four regions wanted better coverage.  

The impact particularly on social connectedness of children and 

grandchildren was a major concern particularly for those living in extremely 

rural areas no coverage areas.  Whereas for those living in areas with patchy 
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or intermittent coverage tended to be more frustrated with the impact it had 

on day to day living and working arrangements. 
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4. The impact of coverage issues in not-spot areas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The section above describes the type of non spots identified and the differences 

between intermittent coverage and no coverage as well as the difference in 

coverage found in rural communities and urban communities.  The following 

section will examine the range of impacts of poor coverage.  The section will end 

with a brief summary of how the impact of non spots may be compared to the lack 

of other services such as availability of transport, supermarkets and post offices in 

rural areas. 

 

There are a wide range of impacts of living in a non spot area.  Illuminas have 

summarised the issues in the diagram below.  The issues can be summarised into 

five main categories; 

 

 safety 

 health 

 social connectedness 

 inconvenience 

 business efficiencies 

 

We have plotted these categories on two main dimensions (as demonstrated in 

the diagram below).  The impact on health for example can be incredibly serious 

such as the ability to deal effectively with accidents or looking after the sick and 

the elderly, however the actual frequency of such events are relatively 

infrequent in comparison to general inconvenience of missing a call or a text. 

 

The impact of coverage issues is wide ranging and includes day to day 

inconvenience to personal and business arrangements, social 

connectedness of communities and children and issues surrounding 

potential impact to health and safety.  
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 Some of the common occurrences which have resulted in inconvenience and 

irritation because of living and working in a not-spot include: 

 

 Missing calls and not being aware of arrangements, change in plans, when 

someone is trying to get hold of them.  “For any number of reasons we may 

need to change the work plans of the game keepers but once they are out it 

is very difficult to get hold of them” (Young family, Scotland). “Sometimes 

I’m needed to work on a night shift and of course they ring my work phone 

and leave a message.  The signal suddenly kicks in when I am picking the kids 

up from school but if I had known I would have had a sleep but I can’t as I 

am due in work 2 ½ hours later.” (Female, Older family, Scotland). “I am a 

frequent traveller between Newcastle, Edinburgh and Glasgow and it is very 

frustrating when you are trying to have a professional business conversation 

only to be running in and out of signal.” (Male, business user, Scotland). 

 

Seriousness

Frequency 

Inconvenience

Social Connectedness

Safety

Health 

      Business Efficiencies 
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 Not being able to let people know they are running late or if something 

out of the ordinary has happened.  “We have a set routine on the farm but 

various things can crop up and I can’t just ring back to let the wife know.  I 

have to drive back or she has to just realise there has been a delay for some 

reason.” (Older family, England).  “It’s just stressful when you can’t get hold 

of someone and you are forced to keep trying”. (Male, Younger family, 

England). 

 

Some of the potentially more serious impacts of poor coverage include: 

 

 Safety of children, family and friends such as knowing whereabouts or 

impact of severe weather on arrangements. “I am a bus driver and I do 100 

mile round trip every day picking up and dropping off school children.  I have 

no means of contacting anyone if anything should happen and while the 

roads were gritted well over the bad period of weather I am worried if 

something more serious should happen.” (Female, Wales). “During the heavy 

snowfall this year, the head teacher contacted me to help her inform all the 

parents about school closure.  My mobile didn’t work and so I had to contact 

3 other people, so they could send a text to all interested parties.” (Female, 

older family, Wales). 

 

 Safety of staff working in high risk jobs on the coast or in farming for 

example. “When there was severe snow, a neighbour of ours came off his 

quad bike and died out on his farm while attending to the animals.  He 

wasn’t found for nearly 2 days and you just wonder if having a phone with 

signal might have saved him.” (Older family, Scotland). “Our game keepers 

have to take relatively elderly guests game shooting and apart from the 

jeeps being fitted out, we have no way of contact should anything serious 

happen.” (Female, Young family, Scotland). 

 

 Ability to deal more effectively with accidents or long term health / 

emergencies. “My son is diabetic and our neighbour’s kid is awaiting a liver 
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transplant.  We had to consider very carefully what our contact plan was if 

we are not near a land line.” (Female, Young family, Scotland). 

 

 Social connectedness – The ways in which people communicate is constantly 

changing and technology has become instrumental in that.  Many 

communities want to use texting, email, Facebook and Twitter to exchange 

information.  There is also a very real concern from parents about the ability 

for their child to socialise in the same way as many other children do through 

similar mediums, “My kids are 10 and it is just starting to come onto our 

radar about how kids talk or really text each other all the time.  I do get 

worried that they will miss out.  We have got broadband and they use the 

MSN over that so it is an absolute godsend.” (Female, Young family, 

Scotland).  “My eldest daughter is at university now but when she brings her 

friends home, they can’t believe how disconnected they are.  It causes great 

angst initially.” (Female, Older family, Wales). 

 

4.1 Impact on business and local economy 

 

 The mobile phone for many is considered an indispensible business tool 

resulting in great dissatisfaction when coverage problems become an issue.  

Many of the businesses interviewed as part of this research were 

predominantly operating in rural communities or were business in city areas 

which required a substantial amount of travel such as estate agents and 

sales. 

 

 Businesses requiring a degree of mobility (estate agents, Reverend, sales, 

nurse, photographer) are perhaps the worst affected by local coverage issues. 

“There is a hill in North Uist that has several tradesman’s vehicles parked on 

top of it at all times of the day, all trying to get signal to enable them to 

continue the day’s appointments”. (Male, younger family, Scotland). 

 Farmers and estate managers also cite numerous occasions when having to go 

back to the farm house to make calls which causes great inconvenience. 
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 Some people fear coverage issues may impact on tourism, putting people off 

visiting the region again or getting frustrated during their stay if it hasn’t 

been properly communicated to them prior to their stay. 

 

4.2 How the impact of non spots compares with the lack of other 

services in rural communities 

 

 Rural communities work hard at social connectedness and with increasing 

closure of pubs and post offices, alternative means of communication could 

be increasingly important. 

 

 The diagram below demonstrates what other facilities can be compared to 

poor mobile coverage and how these compare in terms of the level of 

disadvantage and concern. 

 

 

 

 The types of rural facilities which could be compared to poor mobile 

coverage in terms of the level of disadvantage they pose are things like 

access to large shops (as local shopping is very expensive).  Elements which 

Level of concern / disadvantage

Unable to get 
broadband

Poor mobile 
coverage

Extra charges for, 
or no possibility 
of home delivery

Poor / dangerous roads

Vulnerability to 
wind farm 

construction

No alternate 
means of 

communication 

Access to large shops
(local shopping much more 
expensive / choice limited)

No post office / 
pub / centre of 

rural 
community
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seemed to be perceived as an even greater disadvantage are having the local 

post office or pub closed, and if they have been unable to get broadband. 

 

 Elements which seem to come further down the list of concerns/ 

disadvantages are poor/ dangerous roads, extra charges for delivery or no 

home delivery, vulnerability to wind farm construction (although some very 

angry about this), lack of public phone boxes. 

 

4.3 The impact on tariff 

 

The other type of impact which no or intermittent coverage had, was the impact 

on tariff.  While not frequently mentioned as a major impact resulting from non 

spots, differences were apparent between PAYG and PAYM customers. 

 

 There was a mix of PAYM and PAYG tariffs with slightly greater proportion of 

PAYG with older audiences in no coverage areas. 

 

 PAYM were more likely to feel dissatisfied with their network when having 

coverage problems. 

 

 Their disgruntlement stemmed from the lack of coverage preventing them 

from using their tariff to its fullest extent, or conversely pushed them over 

their tariff by having to make multiple call backs or re-sending messages. “I 

am a retired teacher and have PAYG with Orange.  I would put maybe £40 – 

50 on there and it would last me 6 months”. (Male, Older couple, England). 

“I am on the Dolphin package with Orange.  It’s about £35 per month but I 

usually pay £55.  I put that down to me constantly trying to re-text people 

or getting cut off and having to call people back.” (female, young family, 

NI). 

 

 If people (particularly older) had no coverage in their home and lived in the 

vicinity of a poor coverage area, usage of the mobile was very light. 
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 The phone was only used on rare occasions such as on holiday or 

other travel out of the area but rarely switched on or used in the 

area. 

 There was little need for better coverage from the older, very light 

users and any additional mast would be unlikely to impact massively 

on future usage. 

 

4.4 Regional case studies 

 

 In order to help illustrate some of the impacts of not spots as described 

above, a case study for each of the four UK nations was developed from the 

research.  These have been published previously in Ofcom’s 2010 

‘Communications Market Report’ but for completeness are also detailed in 

the Appendix of this report. 
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5. Adapting to poor coverage 

 

 Most consumers living in areas with poor or no coverage are extremely adept 

at working round the problems and many have such habitual behaviours that 

they barely recognize them as adapted workarounds. 

 

Typical adapted behaviour includes: 

 Reliance on landline or broadband rather than mobile for regular 

communication. 

 Making calls just outside the home or from a certain spot/ room only. 

 Using texts (which sometimes get through when a phone call does 

not). 

 Making plans in a different way without reliance on mobile phones – 

including the ‘old-fashioned’ method of simply making arrangements 

and finding a way to stick to them. 

 

Less typical adapted behaviour includes: 

 Using Skype/ instant messaging services (younger people). 

 Asking people to post orders as well as emailing them (just in case 

service was down). 

 Going to local area with better coverage to receive messages and 

make calls. 

 Using walkie-talkies or satellite phones. 

 

5.1 Adapting to poor coverage: businesses and commuters  

 

 Typical behaviour on regular commuter routes such as trains and roads 

include: 

 Hang up and call back once signal has improved. 

 Texting to prevent having to constantly try to call back. 
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 Generally avoid making or taking calls within known not-spots or 

alternatively try to get important calls made during times of good 

coverage. 

 Wait until a landline is available. 

 

 There was little evidence in this research of use of dongles or mobile internet 

or any other alternatives methods of communication. 

 

 Mobile businesses will often leave suitable messages on voicemail explaining 

the situation and giving a landline number.  “I am an estate agent and so it is 

important that clients know at all times where I am or it could result in a 

lost sale”. (Female, business user, Wales). 
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6. The perception of what causes not-spots and who is 

responsible  

 

Typography and distance from masts are the most mentioned causes by 

respondents in this research, although many reasons were proffered.  Issues 

relating to materials or design of the home/ office was also commonly 

mentioned by those living in older stone properties (especially for broadband). 

 

Less often mentioned reasons were: 

 Problems with the handset (other handsets on the same network seem to get 

better reception). 

 Interference from other masts (potentially from military bases, satellites, 

digital TV etc). 

 Weather or static in the air impacting on signal strength. 

 Traffic on the network / lines- broadband always slower in urban areas 

around mid-afternoon when school children are online, mobile network 

slower in afternoon and evening than in the morning, slower during traffic 

jams or when it is raining. 

 

 Relatively few customers in this research had actually contacted their 

network to highlight the problem of poor mobile coverage. Many believe they 

are too small to be considered or to effect change 

 

 Few have actually changed networks to try to resolve the issue of minimal 

coverage. 

 Changing networks is more likely to occur amongst those living in city areas 

and in areas of intermittent coverage. 

 The majority believe that changing a network is unlikely to be the solution 

(word of mouth would also support this). “Everyone has problems with 

coverage in this area, it doesn’t matter who you are with.” (Female, Young 

family, Scotland). 
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 Many people believed the network could do something to change coverage by 

putting up more masts. 

 However they were not clear about how masts are shared amongst the 

networks or whose responsibility it actually is. 
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7.  Knowledge of solutions and the future outlook 

 

 There was very low awareness among respondents of any alternative solutions 

apart from the erection of more masts. 

 A few mentioned ‘extra aerial’ or ‘antenna/ boosters’ increasing mobile 

signal BUT believed it was unlikely to work due to geographical location. 

 Femotcell technology and in-home repeaters were not mentioned at all 

during the research process. 

 

 Masts were generally considered by respondents in this research as the sole 

solution to mobile coverage problems. 

 There was very little health related anxiety across the regions although most 

admitted they would not want one directly in their garden or line of sight 

because of aesthetics. “Masts are not evil these days.  Everyone recognises 

the importance of having good mobile coverage.  But they should be 

positioned discreetly.” 

 

 Many, in particular regular mobile users would be happy to sacrifice the 

landscape in order to receive improved mobile coverage. 

 

 Although many think mobile coverage should improve over the coming years, 

most have little hope that it actually will. 
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Appendix 1: Research Objectives and Methodology 

 

Research Aim 

 To understand the impact of mobile not-spots on UK citizens. 

 

Specific Research Objectives 

 Unpacking the perceived and actual impact of not-spots. 

 To understand what issues (or benefits) not-spots might cause. 

 How and what inconveniences are experienced. 

 The expectations of mobile coverage for consumers living in rural locations. 

 How does the lack of mobile coverage compare to the availability of other 

services. 

 Are residents willing to accept more mobile phone masts in their local area in 

order to achieve better mobile coverage? 

 

Methodology and Sample 

 50 qualitative telephone interviews to understand individual experiences and 

needs across specific not-spot areas in the UK 

 The 50 telephone Interviews were complemented by 20 x 1 week diaries, 10 

self-filming video vox pops and 16 additional face to face interviews (4 per 

location)  

 The table below specifies the research locations. 
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  England Scotland Wales N.I. 
Residential 
rural 
locations 

Ashwell, 
Herefordshire 
villages 

Elphin, 
Lochmaddy,  
Ettrick Valley, 

Pontrhydfendigaid, 
Burry Port  
The rural not spot 
area between 
Tregaron, Brecon, 
Llanrwst 

Lough Erne 
Resort, Hilltown, 
Rostrevor  
Kilkeel  

Urban 
residential 
locations 

Leominster, 
Bromyard, 
Stapleford 
Abbotts, Isle of 
Dogs/ Poplar, 
Rotherhithe 

Argyll, East 
Perthshire and 
the Inverness 
vicinity  

Penylan, Cardiff Belfast (around 
Lagan College) 

Transport 
network 
users 

Commuter links 
to / from the 
above locations 

A9, A82 and 
A819.  Rail 
commuter 
routes to main 
cities 

Tregaron area 
Brecon area  
Llanrwst area 

Moyad Road 
(B27) between 
Kilkeel and 
Hilltown; 
commuter 
routes into 
Belfast 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 2: Regional case studies 



Project Not Spots 

   

Illuminas 03/11/2010 25 of 31 

 

Wales Case Study: The impact of not-spots for a business user in Cardiff 

 

Gwen has two children and works as an estate agent in the Cardiff area.  As part 

of her work, she spends many hours outside the office and being contactable 24/7 

is essential to generate business.   

 

She is generally satisfied with her mobile coverage, except when travelling in 

‘dead areas’ where she has no contact with colleagues or family.  As well as being 

concerned that her children might not be able to contact her when they need to, 

Gwen finds that travelling in areas without coverage has an adverse effect on her 

business. Delays in receiving messages have an impact on her ability to serve her 

customers, as “coverage is mainly my time.  If someone wants a decision to be 

made they want to be able to contact me ASAP.”  Gwen’s employer also has 

expressed concerns about her safety when she has to make trips to remote areas.  

 

Gwen has switched network in the past and better coverage was an important part 

of that decision.  She also makes sure she lets people know that she will be out of 

contact for a while when she is entering areas which are well-known not-spots. 

 

She is convinced that additional masts would sort the problem, as she believes 

that the poor coverage is due to the geographical landscape.  She doesn’t blame 

her network and has no concerns about additional masts being erected: “Masts are 

fine. Most people rely on mobiles more than a landline, so it’s important to have 

coverage.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scotland Case Study: Living without coverage in the Highlands 
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Claire works on one of the large estates in the Highlands.  She lives there with her 

husband and two children.   

 

Claire has a pay-as-you-go mobile phone, but there is no coverage in a 10-mile 

radius of where she lives and works. She has not complained, as she believes the 

community is too small for a large network operator to take notice of; nor has she 

switched network, because she does not believe that other networks offer 

anything better.   

 

Although Claire accepts the situation, she is frustrated about the lack of mobile 

coverage: “we get post three times a week...I would expect telecommunications 

to be of a greater standard.”  

 

Broadband is crucial to the everyday lives of Claire and her family, especially for 

shopping online and for her children’s homework.  Claire picks up her text 

messages when she travels to the nearby town, an hour and a half round-trip.  

Satellite and two-way radios have been tried on the estate with little success. 

“We really struggle with safety compliance and our public liability insurances are 

massive, so it would be a great benefit to get better coverage” 

 

The lack of coverage has potentially serious consequences for the people living in 

Claire’s village, particularly those with health conditions.  It can also create 

problems for gamekeepers on the estate who cannot be contacted when they are 

walking in the glens: “I have had to call the helicopter out twice when people 

haven’t returned, when a direct call to their mobile would have done it.”   

 

Claire thinks the that improving coverage in her local area would make a 

“dramatic difference daily” by enabling more flexible working practices, 

improved health and safety, and improved social connectivity.  It would even 

enable her son to text his friends, rather than relying on MSM as he currently 

does. 

England Case Study: Dealing with intermittent coverage in a rural area 
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Sheila lives on a sheep farm in rural Herefordshire.  Although masts are visible 

from the farm, mobile reception is very unreliable, both in the house and outside. 

Sheila recently bought a smart phone on a mobile phone contract, and although 

she benefits from the internet service indoors using the home fixed connection, 

she finds it frustrating that due to the poor mobile phone reception, she is unable 

to make the most of her call and text allowance. 

 

She finds the lack of coverage particularly frustrating when calls are dropped half-

way through if the signal is lost.  Sheila spends a lot of her time leaving and 

receiving voicemails when on the farm to check in with other people working on 

site.  Now that she has a smartphone, Sheila finds that she is using email more and 

more, and she is thinking about using Skype as a way of contacting others in 

future. 

 

For the family members who work on the farm, lack of coverage keeps working 

methods relatively old-fashioned, with days having to be planned in the morning 

and members of the team having to work separately without the option of contact 

during the day. 

 

This is an established routine for them and it seldom creates problems.  However, 

when they hire additional staff at lambing time, the difficulties in communication 

become more pronounced.  Staff who aren’t used to working on the farm 

sometimes need extra support and without mobile phone coverage they are not 

able to contact others to request information urgently. 
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Northern Ireland Case Study: Mobile roaming in not-spot areas in Northern 

Ireland 

 

James is self-employed and works in the fish trade in Kilkeel, Co. Down.  He 

regularly commutes along the coastal route from Kilkeel to Newry and 

occasionally uses his hands-free kit to make business phone calls while on the 

move.  For much of the route the Republic of Ireland is clearly visible across a 

small stretch of water.  

  

He thinks that the not-spots in this area occur because of the geographical 

location, which includes both mountains and coastline.  In his opinion, this 

problem might be solved if an additional mobile phone mast were to be built 

somewhere nearby. 

 

James does not experience any coverage problems where he lives, but he 

frequently drives through not-spots areas when travelling along this route.  As he 

is a regular commuter on the road, he knows where the not-spots are and is able 

to work around them by avoiding the need to make calls when he is in this area: “I 

know where there are no reception areas, so I tend to make a call before I enter 

this area.”  

 

Occasionally James’ phone roams onto a network in the Republic of Ireland when 

his own network is unable to receive coverage while he is travelling along this 

road.   He does not feel that this is a major problem but he suspects that it would 

be for people living in this area.  James believes that they must face the choice of 

putting up with areas where they have no coverage, or paying higher roaming 

rates for calls and texts using a network from the Republic of Ireland. 

 

 

All of the case studies above are taken from the in-depth interviews conducted by 

Illuminas as part of the not-spots qualitative research.  All respondent names 

have been changed to ensure anonymity.
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Appendix 3: Project contact details 

 
 PROJECT CONTACT 

- Jayne Griffith, Director: jayne.griffith@illuminas-global.com 

 The results of qualitative research cannot be projected onto the overall 

population due to sample selection, interviewing methods and sample size. 

 Any field moderators or interviewers supporting this project are validated in 

accordance with ISO20252 requirements, either directly or by an ISO 20252 / 

ICQS accredited field company which is an Illuminas approved supplier 

 CONTACT DETAILS 

- Illuminas, Lion House, 141-145 Curtain Road, London EC2A 3AR, UK 

- +44 (0) 20 7909 0929 

- www.illuminas-global.com 

 


