
Mobility-Enabled 
As mobile technology has evolved, 
customers have been given significant 
potential in the palm of their hands.  It is 
common to hear the words “phone” or 

“handset” giving way to the more 
broad term “device,” which implies 
the multi-functional nature of today's 
cellular products. Customers carry 
multiple wireless devices and have 
replaced their home phones and 
even computers with something that 
enables them to be productive 

virtually anywhere. The concept of a 
“smartphone,” once reserved for exclusive 
business email applications, has gained 
significant penetration and market share, as 
seen in Figure 1.  In 2013, smartphones 
accounted for 65% of all wireless devices 
sold in the U.S. 

With each new technology comes its share 
of problems and issues.  And when problems 
occur, it is common for the customer to turn 
to the carrier for resolution. This raises the 
question:  Who owns the customer issue 
resolution process when a device does not 
function as advertised? 
 

Wireless Repair Challenges 
For the customer, the existing device service 
process is not optimal.  The optimal 
experience is for them to keep their device. 
However, the very nature of current service 
practices often require that the customer 
hand over their device for repair, or flat out 
trade it for a replacement.  With many people 
admitting they could go a day with a 
forgotten wallet, but never a forgotten device, 
the current repair practices become that 
much more frustrating. 

Enabling the Next Billion 
Wireless Devices 
By Irv Grossman and Morgan Mullis 

Almost two billion mobile phones were placed into service globally in 2013.  
And with new sales comes the unintended result of increased returns.  In 
the U.S., Chainalytics estimates that 20 Million wireless devices were 
returned in 2013 within the buyer's remorse period and another 25 Million 
were returned under warranty.  Using a hands-on approach, a wireless 
carrier can identify its best operating model to dampen return flows, and 
profitably surpass the next billion wireless devices hurdle. 

In 2013, smartphones 
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of all wireless devices 
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And the challenges to keeping the customer 
satisfied unravel as variables are introduced, 
such as the technology stack, shortened 
product lifecycles, sales point-of-presence 
and customer service representatives.   

The challenges of wireless repair include: 

▪ Points-of-Presence:  Wireless carriers 
maintain thousands of point-of-sale 
locations, of which less than 25% 
have a repair presence. For the 
customer, this lack of presence can 
require multiple stops in order to 
resolve device performance issues 
causing a negative customer 
experience. 

▪ Carrier Contact Centers:  Customers may 
spend significant time on the phone with 
contact center agents attempting to 
diagnose and resolve issues.  This may 
involve multiple transfers and possibly 
even being sent to a carrier point-of-
presence.  Customers calling carrier 
contact centers with technical problems 
shines a light on the capability of the center 
to deal with these issues using the same 
resources that handle billing questions.  
This often results in a significant gap in 
service. 

▪ Expanding Portfolio:  Carriers are 
challenged to maintain repair expertise in 
their ever growing and expanding portfolio.  

Implications may include a potential liability 
to resolve customer issues on-the-spot, 
significant customer wait time at repair 
locations and excessive inventory of the 
wrong mix of replacement devices. 

▪ Limited Recovery: Excessive inventory at 
point-of-sale locations could potentially 
create a bigger risk of violating customer 
privacy and recycling or recovery 
regulations. 

The outcome is an unnecessary reverse 
logistics flow of 12-25% of annual device 
sales, of which 25-50% of could have easily 
been resolved without the return.   

To date, wireless carriers and OEMs have 
passed volume and costs between the 
parties. Most of these costs though are 
eventually passed on to the customer in the 
form of product or service price.   
 

Improving the Customer Experience 
There are several potential solutions to 
improve the sub-optimal customer 
experience, and support and manage repair 
and warranty service: 

▪ Modify Repair Location Model:  Carriers 
may be able to better optimize inventory 
and customer service by modifying the 
current repair operating model. 

▪ Migrate Warranty Service to the OEMs:  

The outcome is 
an unnecessary 

reverse logistics flow 
of 12-25% of annual 
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Carriers may be able to push warranty 
service back to the OEMs via contract 
negotiation.  This will shift accountability 
but it may potentially result in lost customer 
retention over time. 

▪ Equipment Exchange:  Carriers can use 
higher volumes of seed stock or 
refurbished inventory and reduce full kit 
exchanges via an advanced and/or post-
exchange model. 

▪ Tools and Procedures:  Carriers can 
utilize troubleshooting tools such as 
software reflash, remote takeover, and 
diagnostics to resolve device issues and 
reduce Can Not Duplicate rates. 

Each of these options should be analyzed to 
find the optimal tradeoff between cost and 
service, keeping in mind the end goals of 
long-term customer satisfaction and a 
portfolio that aligns expected device quality 
with customer expectations. 

 
Warranty Operating Model Analysis 
A warranty operating model analysis allows 
wireless carriers to gain holistic visibility of 
their current processes, and determine the 
optimal future state.  It finds the right balance 
between operating costs and customer 
satisfaction by investigating such criteria as: 

▪ Customer satisfaction impacts 
▪ Deployment of refurbished inventory and 

seed stock 
▪ Return of damaged devices and inventory 

recovery process 
▪ Testing and disposition including feedback 

on device and network performance 
▪ Supplier alignment for cost sharing and 

issue response 

The analysis which is depicted in Figure 2 
should first compare "as-is" processes as 
they relate to total cost per transaction 
and/or subscriber.  Customer survey data 
about the repair and warranty experience 
should also be evaluated at this stage.  
Then, a comparison of operating alternatives 
can be completed from both a cost and 
service perspective before making 
recommendations for immediate and long-
term improvements.  
 

Impact of the Operating Model 
Shifts in the operating model can have a 
huge impact on customer satisfaction.  There 
are several touch points which should be 
managed with care: 

▪ Customer communications throughout the 
process (i.e. change management) 

▪ Hours of operations 
▪ Customer charges if and when applicable 
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(e.g., shipping and handling, asset 
recovery, physical abuse) 

▪ Interface with insurance program 
▪ High value customer protocols (e.g., waive 

fees or upgrade) 
▪ Asset recovery process 
 

And the implications for the warranty value 
chain are just as critical.  The following 
considerations should be made: 
 

Call Centers 

▪ Insourced or outsourced, onshore or 
offshore 

▪ Dedicated or general 
▪ Tools to avoid the exchange like remote  

 takeover, software reflash, or 
 diagnostic  
▪ Tools to record claim data and  
 facilitate the exchange 
▪ Training necessary to avoid 
 the exchange 
▪ Call transfer protocols, training  
 and enforcement 

 

Repair and Logistics 

▪ Parties and/or locations for logistics and 
repair 

▪ Tools for order and return visibility 
▪ Disposition, salvage and appropriate 

protocols (e.g., Waste of Electronic 
Equipment) 

 

Sales Channels 

▪ Communication of the program 
▪ Revise and train on new customer 

protocols 
▪ Local presence of exchange 
 

OEMs 

▪ Communication of the program 
▪ Change control 
▪ Product flow modifications 
▪ Contract management and cost sharing 

revision 
 
 
 
 
 

Governance 

▪ Ownership of the customer 
▪ Ownership of logistics processes 
▪ Organization to support 
 

Exchange Avoidance 

▪ Emphasize exchange avoidance while 
maintaining high customer satisfaction 

▪ Implement call center troubleshooting best 
practices 

▪ Perform light repair work on-site service 
locations  

▪ Utilize software reflash and device 
diagnostic tools on-site service locations 

▪ Collaborate with OEMs for alternate 
solutions (e.g., device quality SLAs, 
software updates, announcements) 

 

The Bottom Line 
Companies who invest in a warranty 
operating model analysis will gain visibility to 
the benefits timely and effective warranty 
management as well as learn industry best 
practices for warranty exchange.  Most 
analyses identify opportunities to reduce as-
is costs by 25-50%.  In addition to cost 
savings, companies may realize a 15-25% 
improvement in their customer satisfaction.   

Regardless of the selected operating model, 
the short-term opportunities identified during 
the analysis will provide significant benefit to 
a wireless carrier.   
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