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ACCAN Research Snapshot: Affordability
Everyone deserves access to communications goods and services. However, despite the quality and variety of communications services in Australia increasing over time, the affordability of communications continues to be a challenge. In particular, the affordability of communications services remains a significant concern for people on low incomes, with the costs of these services often contributing to financial hardship and debt issues. 
Given many households are currently facing cost of living pressures, it is more important than ever to make sure that communications goods and services are affordable.
ACCAN continues to advocate for more affordable goods and services for communications consumers. To better represent the consumer voice ACCAN recently conducted a survey to find out more about how people are affording and using their phone and internet services. We would like to share three key findings:
1. People on low incomes experience greater difficulty affording their phone and internet services.
2. Consumers think all telcos should provide an affordable internet plan.
3. Access to free public Wi-Fi can be a useful tool to improving access to certain digital services.
People on low incomes experience greater difficulty affording their phone and internet services
Our survey asked respondents whether they agreed that their phone and internet costs were affordable. We also asked respondents how much their monthly communications bills were.
Whilst the results from the survey indicate that the majority of people (70%) agreed that their phone and internet costs are affordable, our research showed there is still a concerningly high proportion (27%) of people who regard their phone and internet costs as unaffordable. 

Figure 1. 30% of respondents somewhat agreed, 27% agreed and 13% strongly agreed that their phone and internet costs are affordable. 16% of respondents somewhat disagreed, 6% disagreed and 5% strongly disagreed that their phone and internet costs are affordable. 3% of respondents were unsure or didn't know. Source: Ipsos 2022.
Delving into this further, when the results are disaggregated by gross annual household income, a higher proportion of respondents on lower household incomes felt that their phone and internet costs were not affordable compared to those on higher incomes.

Figure 2. 30% of respondents earning under $35,000, and 31% of respondents earning between $35,000-$75,000 do not find their phone and internet costs affordable. By contrast, 22% of those earning between $75,000 and $100,000, 22% of those earning between $100,000 and $150,000 and 20% of those earning over $150,000 do not find their phone and internet costs affordable. Source: Ipsos 2022.
We also asked how much people are paying (on average) for different connection types. 

Figure 3. 53% of respondents pay between $50-$99 for their home internet connection; 31% of respondents pay between $1-$29 for subscription streaming services; 28% pay between $1-$29 for their mobile phone plan; and 26% pay between $30-$49 for their mobile phone plan. Source: Ipsos 2022.
Over half (53%) of people who pay for a stand-alone home internet connection (i.e. not part of a bundled service) paid between $50-$99 each month. 

Figure 4. 53% of respondents who pay for a stand-alone home internet connection pay between $50-$99 per month, followed by 13% who pay between $100-$149 per month, and 7% who pay between $30-$49 per month. Source: Ipsos 2022.
When looking at mobile bills, the majority of respondents (28%) spent between $1 - $29 per month on their mobile service, closely followed by 26% of people who spent $30 -$49 per month, and 22% who spent between $50 - $99 per month on their mobile service. 

Figure 5. 28% of respondents who pay for a mobile phone plan pay between $1-$29 per month, followed by 26% who pay between $30-$49 per month, and 22% who pay between $50-$99 per month. Source: Ipsos 2022.
When disaggregating monthly spend on a home internet bill by gross household income level, the graph below shows that whilst the majority of respondents within each income group spends between $50-$99 per month on home internet, generally people in lower income groups spend less on their home internet bill compared to those in higher income groups. Indeed, for more expensive home internet connections ($100-$149), about 17% of those earning above $75,000 reported paying this amount, compared with almost 9% of those earning below $75,000. 
In addition, it is interesting to note in the following graph that a higher proportion of respondents earning below $35,000 reported that this question was not applicable to them, or they didn’t know the cost of their home internet bill. This could mean that these respondents are less likely to have a home internet connection compared to respondents in other income brackets.  

Figure 6. Regardless of income level, the majority of respondents pay between $50-$99 per month on stand-alone home internet connections. A higher proportion of respondents on higher incomes paid between $100-$149 for their home internet connection. Source: Ipsos 2022.
When looking at monthly bills for mobile phones, the amount spent each month is more evenly distributed between household income. However, those earning below $35,000 are again overrepresented in responding that the question was not applicable to them or they didn’t know the cost of their mobile phone plan. This could indicate that respondents in this income bracket are less likely than other respondents to have a mobile phone plan. Further insight is needed to better understand why those on lower incomes have responded in this way about both their home internet and mobile bills. 
 
Figure 7. Overview showing how much respondents pay for their mobile phone plan, with all household income levels fairly well represented in the $1-$29, $30-$49 and $50-$99 payment brackets, with the exception that respondents earning below $35,000 are overrepresented in the ‘not applicable/don’t know’ response. Source: Ipsos 2022.
Finally, people aged over 50 reported paying the least for their mobile phone plan, with 34% of respondents over 50 paying between $1-$29 per month and 27% paying between $30-$49 per month. Higher proportions of respondents under the age of 50 reported paying above $150 for their mobile phone plan per month, compared to people aged over 50. 

Figure 8. 34% of respondents aged over 50 pay between $1-$29 per month for their mobile phone plan, compared to 24% of those aged between 30 to 49 and 21% of those aged between 18 and 29 who pay between $1-$29 for their mobile phone plans. Source: Ipsos 2022.
What is ACCAN doing about it? 
ACCAN is continuing to engage with industry, government and regulators around the affordability of communications goods and services. A big focus of ACCAN’s affordability work in 2021 was NBN’s wholesale pricing, which is passed on to consumers by telco retailers, making it critical to the affordability of NBN services. In addition to participating in NBN’s 2021 Pricing Review, ACCAN has been heavily involved in the NBN Special Access Undertaking (SAU) Variation, run by the ACCC. The SAU is a key part of the NBN’s regulatory framework, as it determines how much the NBN can charge for wholesale phone and internet services. ACCAN has continued this involvement into 2022 and will work alongside other consumer advocates and ACCAN members to call for more affordable home internet and phone services.
In 2021 ACCAN also undertook an analysis of mobile affordability. In line with the 2021 ACCC media on this topic,[footnoteRef:2] we found a lack of information about more affordable mobile services and concluded that cheaper pre-paid mobile plans typically offer quite poor value for money. We plan to continue this analysis to remain informed about the affordability of mobile services available to consumers. [2:  ACCC 2021, Consumers pay more for faster broadband and extra mobile data but may not need it, https://www.accc.gov.au/media-release/consumers-pay-more-for-faster-broadband-and-extra-mobile-data-but-may-not-need-it ] 

Finally, there is scope for ACCAN to expand upon these research findings to dive deeper into the affordability challenges being experienced by communications consumers across Australia. These findings provide a useful overview of the issues, however further work is required to ascertain the extent to which people experiencing affordability challenges are forgoing communications services, and the impact that has on their perspective on whether the services they have are affordable for them.
[bookmark: _Hlk105072735]Consumers think all telcos should provide an affordable internet plan
ACCAN’s research asked respondents whether they thought telecommunications providers should be offering an affordable internet service so that everyone can remain connected. 
An overwhelming 90% of survey respondents agreed that all telcos should provide an affordable (base level) internet plan so that everyone can remain connected. When disaggregating these responses by gross annual household income, the graph below shows that support for all telcos to offer an affordable internet plan was high across each income group.

Figure 9. Regardless of income level, the majority of respondents agreed that all telecommunications providers should offer an affordable internet plan, with 84% of those earning less than $35,000 supporting this statement through to 92% of those earning above $150,000 supporting this statement. Source: Ipsos 2022.
Interestingly, support for all telcos to offer an affordable internet plan seemed to increase with age.

Figure 10. 96% of respondents aged over 50 support the idea that all telcos should provide an affordable internet plan, followed by 90% of respondents aged between 30 and 49 and 77% of those aged between 18 and 29 supporting the idea. Source: Ipsos 2022. 
What is ACCAN doing about it? 
For a number of years ACCAN has been advocating to industry, government and regulators about the need for an affordable, concessional home broadband service for households on limited incomes. This has formed our home broadband priority that No Australian be Left Offline.[footnoteRef:3] The delivery of a concessional home broadband service to low income households would ensure that all households that can benefit from connection to a fast NBN broadband service are able to do so. This research shows that the majority of respondents agree that an affordable internet plan should be offered by all telcos, supporting our ongoing advocacy on this issue.  [3:  Further information available: https://accan.org.au/accans-work/no-australian-left-offline ] 

This survey response also reiterates the importance of the findings of a research report commissioned by ACCAN in 2021. A key finding from this commissioned research report was that existing telco low income measures can contribute to addressing the needs of low income households, including fostering greater feelings of connectedness. A key recommendation emerging out of ACCAN’s 2021 research analysis was for a comprehensive review of telecommunications affordability provisions, which could in turn inform new regulatory requirements on telcos to offer affordable services targeted to people on low incomes. ACCAN will continue advocating for this review and the expansion of affordability provisions across the telco industry. 


[bookmark: _Toc104459990]Access to free public Wi-Fi can be a useful tool to improving access to certain digital services 
The survey asked respondents whether public Wi-Fi was important to them, whether they would use it, whether they knew where to access it, and what stops them from accessing free public Wi-Fi more often. 
The majority (60% of respondents) agreed with the statement that free, public Wi-Fi is important to them. Despite this, only 36% of respondents said that they use free public Wi-Fi services where they live (either regularly, sometimes or occasionally). Almost one third (31%) of respondents did not know where to access free public Wi-Fi near where they live. 

Figure 11. 31% of respondents did not know where to access free public Wi-Fi near where they live. 23% of respondents reported they knew where free public Wi-Fi was located near where they live but they do not use it. Only 4% of respondents reported that there were no public Wi-Fi services near where they live. Source: Ipsos 2022.
Fewer respondents aged over 50 reported knowing where to access free public Wi-Fi services near where they live. Higher proportions of respondents aged between 18 and 29 reported knowing where to find free public Wi-Fi services near their homes. 


Figure 12. 69% of respondents aged between 18 and 29 reported knowing where to access free public Wi-Fi near where they live, followed by 62% of respondents aged between 30 and 49, and 50% of those aged over 50. Source: Ipsos 2022.
3 in 5 survey respondents said they would use free public Wi-Fi were it available at a convenient location to where they live. When disaggregating this response by gross household income level, the graph below shows that the willingness to use free public Wi-Fi is fairly evenly distributed between household income.

Figure 13. 56% of those earning under $35,000 would use free public Wi-Fi if it were available at a convenient location near where they live, as would 60% of those earning between $35,000 and $75,000. Source: Ipsos 2022.
The top three reasons for a respondent not using free public Wi-Fi more often were because they don’t trust it (36%), they don’t need it (34%), and because it doesn’t work well (19%). This would suggest that increasing the security and quality of free public Wi-Fi could be beneficial to encourage more consumers to use the service.

Figure 14. 36% of respondents stated they don’t use public Wi-Fi more often as they don’t trust it, 34% reported they don’t need it and 19% stated it doesn’t work well. 19% of respondents said they don’t know where free public Wi-Fi is available, and 12% said it is inconvenient. Source: Ipsos 2022.
What is ACCAN doing about it? 
ACCAN has identified work areas relating to the availability and awareness of free public Wi-Fi, and is looking to develop a policy position regarding public Wi-Fi in consultation with our members and other community organisations. We believe there may be a need to provide information to consumers about how to keep their data secure when using free public Wi-Fi services. ACCAN is also considering whether an audit is required to create a map of free public Wi-Fi services that are available across Australia, and whether infrastructure improvements are required to support the greater availability of this important connectivity type. 
ACCAN is also aware that the allocation of spectrum can influence how Wi-Fi is utilised. Consequently, it is important that decisions regarding spectrum allocation be made in consultation with consumer groups to ensure that consumers benefit from the ways in which different bands of spectrum are allocated or used.


Conclusion
ACCAN’s research found that some consumers are still struggling to afford their phone and internet services. 
Given the survey found widespread support for all telcos to offer an affordable internet service so that everyone can remain connected, there may similarly be appetite amongst consumers for existing low income obligations to be expanded across all telecommunications providers. A review of existing low income measures, with a view to expanding these offerings, is an essential next step towards ensuring more affordable phone and internet services are available for all. 
ACCAN will continue to engage with affordability issues to ensure that consumer experiences are reflected in decisions relating to wholesale and retail internet prices, the affordability of pre-paid and post-paid mobile services, and the use of spectrum as it affects the provision and availability of Public Wi-Fi services.  
The Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN) is Australia’s peak communication consumer organisation. The operation of ACCAN is made possible by funding provided by the Commonwealth of Australia under section 593 of the Telecommunications Act 1997. This funding is recovered from charges on telecommunications carriers.
My phone and internet costs are affordable

My phone and internet costs are affordable	No filters applied. 	Base: All answering	
Strongly disagree	Disagree	Somewhat disagree	Somewhat agree	Agree	Strongly agree	Unsure/don’t know	4.7061228941436002E-2	5.8510313824295002E-2	0.161737647001089	0.296290147143071	0.26983907680330699	0.13342821701471	3.3133369272096001E-2	


My phone and internet costs are affordable, disaggregated by annual household income

Disagree	
Under $35,000	$35,000-$75,000	$75,000 - $100,000	$100,000 - $150,000	$150,000 and over	0.29680654094271797	0.3123374747211895	0.21855814119216097	0.21780976328258628	0.19810324088949885	Agree	
Under $35,000	$35,000-$75,000	$75,000 - $100,000	$100,000 - $150,000	$150,000 and over	0.64174429444385195	0.67727122227828973	0.72524562163533224	0.77060660300825279	0.76329476467397339	



On a monthly basis, how much are your bills for your various connections? (Please answer based on your approximate per month average – your best estimate for your typical monthly bill is fine!)

Home internet e.g., NBN or ADSL	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	3.1959027001557998E-2	2.9510129985526001E-2	6.6340020143957998E-2	0.53071639461671805	0.12657121859623099	4.4865371130081003E-2	2.5318149933623003E-2	Subscription streaming services	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	6.5155182878192996E-2	0.30580622204138902	0.14585045869677299	0.104697750745669	4.1709050914646002E-2	2.7124628792775E-2	3.5584989736383008E-2	Landline	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	0.19014269326774	7.7989909736438004E-2	5.5831711282589E-2	5.9834986831320998E-2	3.5466867432832998E-2	2.2941559566972001E-2	2.3082701922112002E-2	Mobile phone plan	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	2.0575428123385999E-2	0.27728560858268497	0.25719016366522401	0.220297174276845	8.1382651913771004E-2	3.8472221640920998E-2	3.5691517845758997E-2	Bundle home internet and landline	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	3.2308394911713001E-2	1.5674489801172999E-2	6.0716567432431999E-2	0.209941998758576	9.4179364724953002E-2	3.0517128485017E-2	3.8559668578431003E-2	Bundle home internet and mobile	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	3.6466659515894999E-2	2.5817218319430998E-2	4.6079586166046002E-2	8.2011482889509005E-2	7.1256040638041002E-2	2.8064164332682998E-2	3.5220745065282999E-2	Bundle home internet, landline and mobile	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	2.6823365115088999E-2	1.8620657606922001E-2	3.8371176500217999E-2	6.0703299890728001E-2	6.1674983743303997E-2	3.2050881756904001E-2	4.1505454620462998E-2	



On a monthly basis, how much is your home internet bill (e.g. NBN or ADSL)? (Please answer based on your approximate per month average – your best estimate for your typical monthly bill is fine!)

I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200-$399	$400-$749	$750- $999	$1,000+	Not applicable / don’t know	31.895092999999999	29.451094999999995	66.207307	529.65469700000153	126.31801299999992	44.775618000000001	10.057441000000001	6.4921070000000007	6.1534930000000001	2.56446	144.4301769999999	

On a monthly basis, how much is your mobile phone plan (including calls, data and device if applicable)? (Please answer based on your approximate per month average – your best estimate for your typical monthly bill is fine!)


I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200-$399	$400-$749	$750- $999	$1,000+	Not applicable / don’t know	20.534267000000003	276.73089900000019	256.67565500000029	219.85647000000029	81.219845999999961	38.395257999999991	21.250669000000006	8.3640980000000003	3.4408900000000009	2.56446	68.966988999999984	

On a monthly basis, how much is your home internet bill (e.g. NBN or ADSL)? (Please answer based on your approximate per month average – your best estimate for your typical monthly bill is fine!) Disaggregated by annual household income

Under $35,000	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	Not applicable / don’t know	5.348222239631624E-2	5.6703351665111194E-2	0.10178594088660077	0.45279683737828258	8.8548945045387836E-2	4.0881675851632222E-2	1.8737145370862591E-2	0.18706388140580657	$35,000-$75,000	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	Not applicable / don’t know	3.4550553100770057E-2	3.5951826074892168E-2	6.8502049006995094E-2	0.59914299209375788	9.3632115568214172E-2	4.9288473540961407E-2	6.6827471159942239E-3	0.11224924349841504	$75,000-$100,000	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	Not applicable / don’t know	2.2992238302639995E-2	7.1123244070400559E-3	6.2295854960727766E-2	0.54348123427292738	0.17503051406701606	4.8938156038861251E-2	4.3577042761088675E-2	9.657263518969901E-2	$100,000 - $150,000	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	Not applicable / don’t know	1.8644058107794518E-2	0	6.9056375068456702E-2	0.57017558511655475	0.15426084662206177	6.0748245459643031E-2	8.0019088692553936E-3	0.11911298075623383	$150,000 and over	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	Not applicable / don’t know	9.586068658340708E-3	2.0929741178738089E-2	4.1330200608288084E-2	0.5176992288322716	0.18285627847242328	4.0532232255800417E-2	9.1071823526075235E-2	9.5994426468062763E-2	



On a monthly basis, how much are your bills for your Mobile phone plan (Including calls, data and device if applicable)?(Please answer based on your approximate per month average – your best estimate for your typical monthly bill is fine!) Disaggregated b

Under $35,000	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	Not applicable / don’t know	2.1624261253558447E-2	0.28187391624646874	0.31734935672181552	0.14475705384044879	7.7793679507481686E-2	3.8917040268148073E-2	1.0104792214171633E-2	0.10757989994790704	$35,000-$75,000	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	Not applicable / don’t know	1.6992448096012743E-2	0.30142068013607892	0.26318768781220253	0.20386195496934861	7.1000981238367233E-2	4.4315859199116216E-2	4.5852406174589015E-2	5.3367982374284764E-2	$75,000-$100,000	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	Not applicable / don’t know	2.0799192837031095E-2	0.30861219442028542	0.20010574311201593	0.22910980091523114	0.10940796040112405	4.6138825515265942E-2	6.3416464729782102E-2	2.2409818069264304E-2	$100,000 - $150,000	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	Not applicable / don’t know	1.8951368865356227E-2	0.21782224275006884	0.30745950785947251	0.28172569395949737	9.1924915620994127E-2	3.257944281908929E-2	2.364345045372402E-2	2.5893377671797477E-2	$150,000 and over	I have this free of charge	$1 - $29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	Not applicable / don’t know	2.1981849330210784E-2	0.21436305290542329	0.20594776710725046	0.32083528495533292	9.8353398136322726E-2	4.4173525783234656E-2	5.1047741275333403E-2	4.3297380506891824E-2	



On a monthly basis, how much are your bills for your mobile phone plan (including calls, data and device if applicable)? Disaggregated by age

18 to 29	
I have this free of charge	$1-$29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	0.04	0.21	0.26	0.19	7.0000000000000007E-2	0.08	0.08	30 to 49	
I have this free of charge	$1-$29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	0.02	0.24	0.24	0.25	0.1	0.05	4.8000000000000001E-2	50+	
I have this free of charge	$1-$29	$30-$49	$50-$99	$100-$149	$150-$199	$200+	0.02	0.34	0.27	0.21	7.0000000000000007E-2	0.01	5.0000000000000001E-3	



All telco companies should provide an affordable (base level) internet plan so everyone can remain connected, disaggregated by annual household income

Agree	
Under $35,000	$35,000 to just under $75,000	$75,000 to just under $100,000	$100,000 to just under $150,000	$150,000 +	0.84	0.91	0.88	0.91	0.92	Disagree	
Under $35,000	$35,000 to just under $75,000	$75,000 to just under $100,000	$100,000 to just under $150,000	$150,000 +	0.09	7.0000000000000007E-2	7.0000000000000007E-2	7.0000000000000007E-2	7.0000000000000007E-2	Unsure	
Under $35,000	$35,000 to just under $75,000	$75,000 to just under $100,000	$100,000 to just under $150,000	$150,000 +	0.06	0.01	0.04	0.02	0.01	



All telco companies should provide an affordable (base level) internet plan so everyone can remain connected, agreement disaggregated by age

Agree	18 to 29	30 to 49	50+	0.77	0.9	0.96	



Do you know where to access free public Wi-Fi services near where you live?	
Yes, and I use it regularly	Yes, and I use it sometimes	Yes, and I use it occasionally	Yes, but I don’t use it	No	Unsure	There are no public Wi-Fi services near where I live	8.3000691800947005E-2	0.121914383602483	0.15283783794196601	0.227132483305722	0.30687171155208998	6.8012857653724001E-2	4.0230034143073003E-2	


Do you know where to access free public Wi-Fi services near where you live? Yes responses disaggregated by age

Yes	18 to 29	30 to 49	50+	0.69	0.62	0.5	


If free public Wi-Fi were available at a convenient location near where you live, would you use it? Disaggregated by annual household income

Yes	
Under $35,000	$35,000 to just under $75,000	$75,000 to just under $100,000	$100,000 to just under $150,000	$150,000 +	0.56000000000000005	0.6	0.66	0.6	0.63	No 	
Under $35,000	$35,000 to just under $75,000	$75,000 to just under $100,000	$100,000 to just under $150,000	$150,000 +	0.32	0.28699999999999998	0.25	0.33	0.28999999999999998	Unsure	
Under $35,000	$35,000 to just under $75,000	$75,000 to just under $100,000	$100,000 to just under $150,000	$150,000 +	0.11	0.1	0.09	7.0000000000000007E-2	7.0000000000000007E-2	



What stops you from using free public Wi-Fi more often?


I don’t need it (other reason, please specify):	I know where it’s available, but I don’t know how to use it	I’m unable to leave the house / It’s difficult for me to leave the house	It’s difficult for me to get to	Nothing – I use it whenever I need or want to	I don’t need it – I have sufficient internet at work/elsewhere	It’s inconvenient	I don’t know where it’s available	It doesn’t work well	I don’t need it – I have sufficient internet at home	I don’t trust it	2.3256970546321001E-2	5.7633585931021997E-2	6.7217865272259994E-2	8.3070905262908001E-2	9.2561071330635999E-2	0.100815155617999	0.121451350304834	0.17358603168279599	0.19133759967681699	0.33573990935292303	0.36025623624034497	
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