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Research Objectives & Approach



Objectives

3.

The primary objective of the research was to measure usage, experience of, and attitudes towards 

communications services and service providers among SMEs across the UK

Within this Ofcom wanted to cover the following topics:

Á Communications services and devices currently used, cost of communications services

Á Sources of information used for communications services

Á Satisfaction with communications services received and providers used

Á Reasons for non-adoption of services and devices not currently used

Á Engagement with the market (e.g. understanding of and access to communications channels 

available, awareness of supplier choice, incidence of supplier switching ðactual and planned, 

barriers to switching etc.)

Á The nature and extent of any problems with services received

Á Gauge awareness and usage of Ofcomõs Help Portal 

Ofcom needed to be able to analyse this by nation, company size and sector



4.

Overview of Approach

1,501 x 45 minute CATI interviews with SMEs (0-249 employees)

Minimum quotas set on employee size, nation, English region, industry sector and urbanity

Sample sourced from Dunn & Bradstreet

Survey data weighted to be representative of SME universe on company size



Quota groups and sample sizes

Sample Group 1 ðBusiness size Approximate proportion of ALL businesses Interviews achieved

Single self employed / SOHO Usually included as part of the 90.4% below 250

Micro 2 (2-4 employees) 90.4% 341

Micro 2 (5-9 employees) 4.9% 304

Small (10-49 employees) 4.0% 355

Medium (50-249 employees) 0.7% 251

Sample structure

5.

Sample Group 3 ðIndustry sector Interviews achieved

Primary (Agriculture, manufacturing, 

construction)
333

Retail/Wholesale 408

Services 461

Government (incl. central, local, 

education and health)
124

Third sector organisations

(Charities etc)
175

Sample Group 2 ðNation/region Interviews achieved

Scotland 302

Northern Ireland 322

Wales 327

North East 58

North West 67

Yorks/Humber 55

East Mids 53

West Mids 56

East 71

London 55

South East 59

South West 76



Points of definition

6.

Category Description Population

A Large City 500,000+ Very 

Urban

B Smaller city or large town 100,000 ð

500,000

Urban

C Medium town 15,000 ð

100,000

Urban

D Small town (within 10 miles of 

A,B or C)

2,000 ð15,000 Urban

E Small town (more than 10 miles 

from A,B or C)

2,000 ð15,000 Urban

F Rural area (within 10 miles of 

A,B or C)

0 ð2,000
Town fringe, 

Villages, Hamlets 

Open countryside 

Rural

G Rural area (more than 10 miles 

from A, B or C)

0 ð2,000
Villages, Hamlets 

Open countryside 

Very rural

URBAN

RURAL

REMOTE RURAL

URBANITY 

An urban/rural flag was appended to the sample by UK Geographics. The 7 definitions of urbanity and 
rurality are shown below.   



7.

Icons used to show significant differences during the presentation

= Mobile Phone
(smartphones/standard mobile phones)

0-4

0-9

10-49

50-249

= Fixed Landline 
(standard PSTN)

= Fixed Internet
(including fixed broadband (via ADSL, 

Cable and Fibre), dedicated internet (such 

as Ethernet), mobile broadband (via by a 

cellular network), dial -up or satellite 

broadband)

= 58% of SMEs who work in sparsely 

populated parts of the country and/or work 

while travelling in the UK

= SMEs with 0-4 employees

= SMEs with 0-9 employees (MICRO)

= SMEs with 10-49 employees (SMALL)

= SMEs with 50-249 employees (MEDIUM)

REMOTE

RURAL

RURAL

= SMEs in Rural area (within 10 miles of 

large/small city, large/medium town

= SMEs in Remote Rural area (more than 

10 miles from large/small city, 

large/medium town

= less than

= more than



Summary of Key Findings



Catering to the needs of SMEs

SMEs are spending on average £1.4K per year on communications services, with spend 
increasing as they grow in size.   These services are seen to be fundamental to more 
than four fifths of businesses surveyed. 

The vast majority of SMEs (82%) feel their business needs are well catered for by the 
communications market.  

9.

Internet can be problematic for some SMEs.  Those with an internet connection are 
very reliant on it.  Whist the proportions are reducing, the majority still have ADSL 
and satisfaction with this service is lower than all other forms of fixed broadband. 
Speed and reliability remain the two key issues.

SMEs who feel their growth has been hampered by a lack of services express higher 
than average levels of dissatisfaction with their internet service.

SMEs who feel there are services not available to them that their business could 
benefit from are most likely to cite  a need for faster/fibre broadband.

Larger SMEs and those in remote rural locations seem more affected than other SMEs

SMEs who regularly work in sparsely populated areas and/or while travelling in the UK 
and who are more reliant on mobile phones continue to be more frustrated with the 
coverage and reliability of those services



Satisfaction with Services Used

Overall satisfaction is generally good across all three services.  Highest levels of 
dissatisfaction are with the fixed line broadband services, especially ADSL - where a 
quarter (26%) of users are dissatisfied

10.

Upon prompting the following emerged as the key areas where SMEs are dissatisfied 
with each service:

Fixed landline = quality of customer service staff, clear and understandable terms, 
VFM

Fixed internet = access speed paid for, connection speed, availability of 
symmetrical services, geographic availability 

Mobile phone = geographic coverage, signal reliability

Ease of contacting the customer service department is a key source of frustration 
across all three services

The main drivers of satisfaction are:

Fixed landline =  geographic coverage, reliability and value for money

Fixed internet = being able to send & receive emails/access the internet, geographic 
coverage, reliability

Mobile phone = being able to send & receive emails/access the internet 
(Smartphone users), reliability of signal, geographic coverage



Switching Provider

Within each market, around half of all SMES have ever switched to another provider 
for one or more of their communications services and 1 in 6 have switched in the last 
two years

When looking at all three markets together, more than a quarter have switched at 
least one of their landline internet or mobile services in the last 2 years

11.

Experiencing problems with the existing provider seems to be the main prompt for a 
SME to consider switching, as well as a perception that cheaper deals may be 
available elsewhere and poor customer service.

SMEs feel they have plenty of choice of suppliers, products and services.  However it 
can be hard to compare across suppliers (especially in relation to network quality, 
customer service, tariffs and price) in order to reach a decision on what 
provider/package to switch to

The majority of switching SMEs find the process of switching to be largely 
straightforward, although a fairly high proportion do experience some problems along 
the way ðmost commonly their existing provider trying to ôsaveõ them, receiving bills 
for the cancelled service, the process taking longer than expected and/or temporary 
interruption to their service

The key reason for actually switching is to get a better deal.  Better coverage is also 
important for those switching mobile phone provider. 

SMEs can be dissuaded from switching if they cannot source a cheaper deal or if they 
are persuaded by their existing provider to stay



Issues/problems encountered during the last 12 months

A quarter of SMEs experienced issues with their landline service, a third had issues with 
their mobile and half their internet. 

12.

Problems were largely around service delivery areas that are key to satisfaction:

Landline Reliability (loss of service)
Internet Reliability (loss of service), slow download & upload speeds
Mobile Mobile coverage, call dropping, mobile internet coverage

Problems with landlines were more likely to result in a complete loss of service:

Landline 59% complete loss
Internet 24% complete loss
Mobile 36% complete loss

Landline problems also had a greater impact on the running of the business:

Landline 42% = high impact
Internet 39% = high impact
Mobile 35% = high impact

Length of disruption:

Landline <1 hr = 5%; 1hr-24hrs = 23%; 1-3 days = 28%; 4-7 days = 18%; 8+ days = 22%
Internet <1 hr = 25%; 1hr-24hrs = 35%; 1-3 days = 20%; 4-7 days = 7%; 8+ days = 12%
Mobile <1 hr = 45%; 1hr-24hrs = 17%; 1-3 days = 6%; 4-7 days = 15% 



Contracts

The majority of SMEs have a contract and most of these are business specific 
contracts, although these are less prevalent for mobile phones.  

Amongst those who do not have a business contract, there is a belief that they donõt 
offer any advantages over a personal contract and/or that these are more expensive

13.

Most SMEs are aware of the key contract Ts&Csand the majority feel these are 
presented in a ôplain and intelligibleõ way.  

However, when asked, almost all feel it would be helpful to have the key terms 
presented ôbold and upfrontõ

More than 1 in  10 have experienced problems as a result of something not specified 
within their T&Cs

More could be done to make SMEs aware of ETCs; only half are aware of whether their 
contract includes these or not (most of the rest are unsure)

Four fifths of SMEs are satisfied that their provider fulfils the agreed level of service 
in relation to their business contract


