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U.S. 1st half 2014 mobile network performance review

RootMetrics State of the Mobile Union
A RootMetrics special report by Patrick Linder

We rely on our phones
more today than ever before.
With nearly half of U.S. adults saying that they “wouldn’t last a day” without their smartphones, it’s clear that
we are more reliant on our mobile phones today than ever before.1 And the growth of LTE service offers the
promise of doing what we want to do at faster speeds than ever before. Yet while a good mobile
experience has become a fundamental need of our daily lives, the ability to know which network is truly the
best seems to have become more difficult. After all, the networks are constantly making upgrades, new
technology frequently arrives on the scene, and we all know that coverage can vary dramatically between
urban centers and rural settings. We’re here to help, with a comprehensive study of mobile network
performance across the U.S. The results might surprise you:

Verizon proved to be the dominant network in nearly all aspects of our testing across the U.S., states, and metros, but AT&T was not
far behind. Meanwhile, T-Mobile has emerged as a contender at the metro level with its focus on urban centers. While Sprint and
T-Mobile generally remain a step below the other two networks overall, they have each made improvements and could be poised
for a stronger second half of 2014.

Comprehensive testing, across
all the spaces of your mobile life
You deserve an unbiased look at the current state of mobile
network performance. Our independent, third-party test results
can help you make more informed mobile decisions and help you
determine if your network is delivering the quality of service that
you expect and deserve. Real-world, meaningful test results
come from real-world testing. Using the same mobile devices that
you can purchase from any operator store, we’ve extensively
tested how the four major networks compare across data, call,
and text usage.
Our testing methodology encompasses a wide array of real-world
situations that consumers might experience while using their
mobile devices. Examples include high and low network load
situations (congestion), variations in speed from stationary
through highway, poor to excellent coverage, and indoor to
open-air signal situations. We test competing networks
head-to-head in these situations to remove bias.
Despite all the current noise about how important fast
performance is, we are firm believers that reliable service is even
more important. After all, it doesn’t matter how fast your network
is if you can’t connect or stay connected. To give you the full
picture of network performance, we always include a look at
both speed and reliability and include a separate index for each
in our reporting. And to give you an even more detailed look at
how the carriers compare, we also compare network
performance in overall, data, call, and text performance
categories. In short, we comprehensively test across all the ways
that you use your mobile devices. Learn more about our
methodology.

Mobile network performance is a mosaic made up of the various
spaces in which you use your mobile device. Think about it: You
live in a neighborhood, perhaps commute through a city, are part
of a state, and count yourself as a citizen of the U.S. as well. You
aren’t just one of these; you’re all of them simultaneously. We
believe that rather than give you a look at mobile network
performance across just one of these different aspects, you
deserve the full picture. After all, everyone is different, with
different mobile needs. That’s why we provide you with
comparative mobile network performance information from
neighborhood to nation.
Our midyear mobile network performance review connects the
dots across all of these spaces to help you find the information
most relevant to your own mobile life. During the first half of 2014,
our testing schedule took us through the 125 largest metros, all
50 states, and across the entirety of the U.S. itself. Our broader
State and National RootScore studies include extensive testing
beyond the cities we visit for our Metro RootScore Reports. In
other words, we tested much more than just the big cities. After
all, California is more than Los Angeles and San Francisco.
Massachusetts is more than just Boston. You get the idea.
We’ve brought together results from our Metro, State, and
National testing within this 2014 midyear performance review to
give you a three-part, comprehensive comparison of how the
networks stack up across all the spaces of your mobile life.
Looking at performance from all three levels gives you the most
accurate picture of how the networks compare, from a broad
national perspective all the way down to a recap of our metro
results. And now, on to our 2014 midyear performance insights.

The national champion
During our testing in the first half of 2014, we drove more than 234,000 miles while testing
performance in big cities, small towns, and rural areas across the U.S. To put that in perspective,
that’s the equivalent of driving from New York to L.A. 84 times. Since you use your mobile in a
variety of conditions, we tested performance while driving, at stationary outdoor locations, and at
more than 6,400 indoor locations. All told, we collected more than 5.6 million total samples.
In short, these aren’t anecdotal results or hasty generalizations. Our methodology is designed to
characterize network performance and illuminate meaningful differences in network performance
with a high level of statistical significance. We use randomized spatial sampling techniques to
collect data in an unbiased manner, and we conduct testing over all hours of the day and all days
of the week. These are comprehensive, unbiased results that you can trust to give you a complete
and accurate picture of mobile network performance across the entirety of the U.S.

OV ERA L L PERFORMA NCE

As in our last nationwide study, bragging rights once again belong to Verizon in our National
RootScore Report. Sweeping overall performance, network reliability, and network speed, Verizon
was the top carrier in the categories that point toward the entirety of your mobile experience.
Verizon also finished first in our call and data categories. Indeed, the only category that it did not
win was text, in which it finished second to AT&T. Keep in mind that in many of our categories, the
separation between Verizon and second-place finisher AT&T was small. At the national level, the
competition is heating up, and it is an even tighter race than what we saw in the second half of
2013.
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REL I A BI L I TY I NDEX

In a significant reversal from our last study, Verizon pulled away from AT&T in our Network Speed
Index during the first half of 2014. Perhaps in part due to its rollout of AWS spectrum as part of its
XLTE offering, Verizon appears to be getting faster and offered consumers the best speeds at the
national level. Keep in mind that although AT&T was the slower network in this round of testing,
things can change rapidly. After all, last year we saw Verizon slowing down, but it has now
leapfrogged back into the lead.
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SPEED I NDEX

At the national level, the networks can largely be divided into two tiers of performance: AT&T and
Verizon finished as the top two networks in every category, with Sprint and T-Mobile trailing.
Though AT&T trailed Verizon, its performance was noticeably better than what we saw from Sprint
and T-Mobile at the national level. That being said, Sprint and T-Mobile have started to close the
gap. The good news for consumers is that both networks are clearly improving—especially in our
overall, data, and reliability performance categories.
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DATA PERFORMA NCE

T-Mobile’s improvement is also clearly seen when looking closely at how it compared to Sprint in
our last study versus this round of testing. In the second half of 2013, T-Mobile finished last in five
out of our six categories. This time, T-Mobile jumped over Sprint and finished in third place in four
categories. While the separation between the bottom two networks was small in most categories,
T- Mobile did clearly outperform Sprint in our Network Speed Index. Sprint’s bottom-ranked finish,
however, could be short-lived: as Sprint continues its tri-band Spark™ rollout, its speeds could shift
into a higher gear.
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If you are primarily a data user or if reliability is most important to you, it’s worth noting that Sprint
and T-Mobile markedly trailed the top two networks in our data category and our Network
Reliability Index at the national level.
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CA L L PERFORMA NCE

Text proved to be the category with the smallest separation among the four networks, with all
carriers performing strongly. AT&T, though, edged out the competition and earned honors as the
nation’s best network for texting.
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TEXT PERFORMA NCE
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Performance within the 50 states
State RootScore tally 1st half 2014
Outright wins & ties

OV E RA LL PE RFORMANCE
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As we saw at the national level, Verizon also dominated our Speed Index results: Verizon won
or tied for first in 45 states; AT&T managed to win or tie for first eight times. Neither Sprint nor
T-Mobile earned a first-place finish in a state Speed Index.

DATA PER FOR MANCE

AT&T was the second-highest ranked network when looking at our state-by-state results.
Though clearly behind Verizon in our tally of state results, AT&T pulled far, far ahead of both
Sprint and T-Mobile. AT&T also delivered the most wins at the state level in our text category.
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Moving from our national results to our State RootScore Reports lets you zoom in for a
state-by-state perspective on mobile network performance. Verizon was clearly the strongest at
the state level as well. In fact, Verizon either won or tied for first in at least 44 out of the 50
states in all categories except for text. Even more telling, it won or tied for first in overall
performance in an astounding 48 of the 50 states. AT&T, the second-best network in our overall
category, won or tied for first in only 11 states.
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As was the case in our report from the second half of 2013, T-Mobile once more struggled at
the state level. T-Mobile has made no secret that its upgrades are focused first on urban
environments, and that prioritization is clear when looking at our state results, which factor in
performance in more rural and less densely packed areas. While T-Mobile is making impressive
strides at the metro level (see below), those gains have not yet translated into a stronger
showing at the state and national levels. At the state level, Sprint was a stronger performer,
winning or tying for first 15 times, compared to one RootScore Award for T-Mobile.
Sprint’s upgrades also translated into more wins for the network than what we saw in the
second half of 2013. Increasing its RootScore Awards from 11 last time to 15 this time, Sprint
deserves special notice for breaking into the leaderboard with a first-place finish in our
Reliability Index. Sprint is the first network besides AT&T or Verizon to finish first in our look at
statewide network reliability.

The metro tally
We have also included a summary of our Metro RootScore Report results to give you a look
at performance across the spaces that have the greatest impact on your daily mobile life.
Nation and state results give you the broadest view of mobile network performance, but you
likely spend more of your time within a particular metro area than in traveling across these
broader spaces. And while State and National reports take into consideration performance
across more open and rural spaces, our Metro reports offer a greater indication of
performance within dense, urban conditions.
As AT&T and Verizon continue to jockey for best network, we’ve seen significant changes
since our report from the second half of 2013. In that earlier report, AT&T outperformed
Verizon in a number of categories. That wasn’t the case during the first half of 2014.
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Verizon was clearly the leader in our metro results, easily outperforming all other
networks in overall performance, data performance, and network speed. In our data
category, Verizon won more than four times as many awards as AT&T and more than five
times as many as T-Mobile. In our summary of Speed Index results, Verizon won more than
AT&T and T-Mobile combined. However, AT&T shone in our text category in the latest results
and barely trailed Verizon in our first-half 2014 call tally (all tallies include outright wins and
first-place ties).

CA L L

AT&T also made impressive gains in our testing of network reliability. In the second half of
2013, reliability was clearly Verizon’s territory, but the two networks are virtually dead-even at
this point: Verizon earned 112 wins in our Network Reliability Index, while AT&T won in 107
markets. The other networks weren’t even close, although it should be noted that Sprint won
reliability performance awards in three markets, its first awards in the category.
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AT&T and Verizon are in a continued slugfest at the metro level, with both offering strong
performance to consumers across a variety of performance indicators.
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Meanwhile, T-Mobile’s network upgrades in urban centers are clearly paying off at the
metro level. T-Mobile increased its wins and first-place ties substantially to a total of 169, its
highest metro tally yet by far. T-Mobile also outperformed AT&T in our latest tally of Speed
Index wins: T-Mobile won 32 times, while AT&T did so 22 times.

17

DATA
TE X T

7

R E L I A BIL ITY

3

SP E E D

34

CA L L

38

SP E E D

25 7

Verizon

Outright win

59

OV E R A L L
CA L L

R E L I A BIL ITY
SP E E D

The complete picture
No matter how you slice it, Verizon continues to shine. It dominated across all levels of our
testing, with strong first-place finishes in our national, state, and metro results. AT&T, however,
was clearly the second-best performer and in many cases did not trail Verizon by a
substantial margin. Those two networks remained a step above Sprint and T-Mobile, but
T-Mobile is moving fast in cities and has made real gains at the metro level.
As 2014 continues, we’ll be very interested to see whether AT&T can close the gap in the
tight back-and-forth race with Verizon, and we will be looking closely to see how the
aggressive network upgrades from both Sprint and T-Mobile will impact the competition. The
mobile landscape shifts rapidly, and we’ll be back at the end of 2014 to see how the story of
the second half shapes up.
We’re big believers that the best view of mobile network performance comes from looking
across several angles. That’s why we never settle for giving you just one type of RootScore
Report. Rather, you can use our National, State, and Metro RootScore Reports together to
see the most complete view of how the networks compare. Our CoverageMap complements
our RootScore Report series by letting you test performance for yourself. Bringing together
our professional results and results crowdsourced from wherever you and other users test,
our CoverageMap view gives you hyper-localized comparisons down to your street level.
You pay good money for your mobile service. You deserve clear, easy-to-understand
information that shows exactly how the networks compare. After all, with our mobiles
becoming more and more important, unbiased and accurate performance insights are
becoming increasingly important as well. From neighborhood to nation, we’re giving you the
tools that connect the dots between all the spaces of your mobile life.

1. Hold the Phone: U.S. Consumers Wouldn't Last One Day Without Access to Their Smartphone. Retrieved July 31, 2014, from http://newsroom.bankofamerica.com/press-releases/consumer-banking/hold-phone-us-consumers-wouldnt-last-one-day-without-access-their-sm
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