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Introduction
Many broadband companies spend a good deal of time and money in an
attempt to attract new subscribers. Of course, efforts focused on gaining new
customers are an important tactic in growing your business. Just as
important, however, is taking the steps necessary to reduce the loss of
existing customers. You’ve no doubt heard the old adage “It’s easier to retain
an existing customer than to gain a new one”. This is well proven, but why?
One reason is customer loyalty. Another is that consumers are often too busy
or lack motivation to make a change from one provider to another. There
usually needs to be a compelling reason for someone to switch providers,
such as a significant cost savings, a substantial increase in desired features,
or major dissatisfaction with their current provider’s service in one or more
areas. To take full advantage of this natural “stickiness” of your subscribers, it
is critical, especially in a competitive market, to effectively track churn and
manage it where possible. This article provides a description of what churn is,
why it is important to track, and strategies for reducing your churn rate.
(Subscribers who cancelled during the period) x 2
(Beginning Subscriber Base) + (Ending Subscriber Base)

It’s Not About Butter
What exactly is churn? Churn is the percentage of customers who leave your
service during a given period of time, relative to the total number of
customers you had during that period. It is important to think of churn in
terms of a percentage, because as your business grows, you can expect the
number of customers who leave your service to grow, as well. That may
sound pessimistic, but it is a fact in a subscription-based business. For
instance, a broadband service provider with 1,000 subscribers who loses 100
customers in a month has a serious problem, while a provider with 10,000
subscribers who loses the same number would be bragging about his low
churn rate.

How to Measure Churn
There are a couple of ways to calculate your rate of churn, depending on
whether you factor in the starting or ending subscriber base. A good formula
averages out those numbers, taking into account the change in your
subscriber base over the defined period. As an example, let’s say Bob’s
Broadband has 5,200 subscribers at the beginning of the month, and they
grow that base 2.5%. At month end they will have 5,330 subscribers. But, let’s
also say that during the month they lose 150 subscribers. Using the formula
in the left column their churn rate for period would be 2.85%.

(150)x2
(5200) + (5330)

= 2.85%

How Much is Too Much?
What is an acceptable rate of churn? While most providers calculate their
churn on a monthly basis, you will often see swings in churn due to seasonal
influences or account clean up, so you should average your monthly churn
over time to get a good idea of what your actual churn rate is. An average
churn rate of 2% per month annually is usually considered respectable. As
you might expect, churn will often be a bit lower where there is less
competition, and a bit higher where there are competitive pressures in the
market.
Of course, whatever your churn rate or competitive landscape, there is very
likely room for improvement, which can have a tremendous impact on your
bottom line. Simply put, reducing churn makes your business grow faster.
Each customer you lose is one more customer you need to gain just to break
even, so your real growth occurs only after you cover your losses. Reduce
your losses and you grow even faster. For instance, if Bob’s Broadband in the
example above had taken steps to reduce the number of customers who
cancelled by one third, the business would have grown by 3.5% instead of
2.5%

Strategies to Reduce Churn
So, how do you reduce churn, or even know if a reduction is possible? The
first step is to track churn on a monthly basis, but this does not mean only
tracking the percentage of churn. It is also imperative to track the reasons for
your churn. To do this, you need to find out why each and every customer
is leaving your service. Your Service Reps are key in this effort, and must be
required to ask this question anytime someone calls to cancel service. You
should provide them with a tool to record that data, even if it is just a form.
It is also best to provide a pre-set list of reasons why someone might cancel,
and let your service reps check off the reason. This will keep the data
consistent, and allow you to use it more effectively later to make intelligent
decisions on what if any actions need to be taken.

Categorizing Churn
In addition to gaining information, a big benefit of tracking why your
customers are leaving is so you can see and react more quickly to trends. It
is a good exercise to categorize your churn based on the level of control you
have over the situation. In general, customer cancellations can be placed in
one of three categories, which can help you focus your customer retention
efforts where they would have the most immediate impact.

Churn You Likely Cannot Control
Of course, there will always be a number of customers who leave
your service that you cannot do anything about, such as moving to
another state. Or, perhaps their PC crashes and they cannot afford
a new one. Maybe they stop paying you for service and you must
cancel their account. This is the least important category to you,
because you have the least amount of control. Your goal is to have
your baseline churn if at all possible be primarily from this
category.
Churn You Can Easily Control
If a customer has a valid complaint about the quality of your
service, how they are treated when calling your office, or your
pricing, these are areas under your control where you can affect a
positive change. You need to focus your efforts in this area first,
because you have the greatest level of control to turn things
around. By tracking churn, you will know sooner about the
competitor who is targeting your customers with a special
promotion, or issues that customers in an area may be
experiencing due to network problems. Based on this information
you can implement policies and procedures to empower your
front-line personnel and supervisors to take limited but necessary
actions to save accounts that you might otherwise lose. Your
service reps are already asking the customer why they are
leaving, so arm them with tools to prevent that, such as meeting a
competitive offer on the spot, or providing a credit for a free month
of service due to known technical problems that you are
addressing.

Churn You Could Possibly Control
Somewhere in the middle is a gray area where you might be able to
reduce churn if you made one or more significant changes in your
infrastructure or how you do business. Maybe you do not yet offer a
particular service in an area, or your competitor offers a much
higher speed than your network can support. Perhaps there is a
bundle offer your competitor is promoting that packages several
services together for one price.
Tracking churn in this case helps you know when it is time to think
strategically about those issues that you cannot immediately
control, but that would take some additional investment or a
change in business direction. As you start to see more and more
customers leaving because your competitor is able to offer three
times the speed, it may be time to look at additional equipment or
bandwidth to resolve that competitive disadvantage.

The Bottom Line
By tracking and managing churn, you will uncover service issues and
competitive threats sooner. In addition, you will be better able to leverage the
natural tendency for your customers to stay with your service, which keeps
them away from your competitor, and provides an immediate impact to your
bottom line.
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Effectiveness of Remote Spectrum Analysis
In testing we found that remote spectrum analysis was usually more effective
in detecting and responding to impairments than traditional approaches of
debugging network problems. The ease of running an analysis made it an
earlier part of the troubleshooting process. The ability to compare multiple
sources of data at the same time greatly improved technicians’ ability to
discern between common problems and channel tilt, ingress, suck outs, and
other distortions of the forward path.
Below is an example of two modems experiencing tilt, with the first modem
having the more severe impairment. Being able to compare modems from
different locations at the same time can significantly cut down on the time it
takes to find the source of a problem.

Proactive Downstream Spectrum Analysis
Using real-time spectrum information from modems and set top boxes gives
us the ability to see problems when a technician is actively troubleshooting
an issue, with the key advantage of being able to track down the issue
remotely, before rolling a truck to the field. But that doesn’t address problems
that haven’t (yet) been noticed by the operator or customers. In addition to
live spectrum analysis, the data received from full band capture devices can
be used to proactively identify and fix downstream spectrum issues before
subscribers call to complain about service quality. Rather than waiting for a
subscriber to call, and then assigning a technician to check the spectrum, a
proactive downstream spectrum tool can automatically identify and report on
issues in the field that need to be addressed.
Specialized algorithms have been developed that can detect all full band
capture devices that were being impacted by spectral impairments during a
pre-defined polling period. Some of the issues that can be proactively
identified include Resonant Peaking, Standing Waves, Tilt, Roll-off, Suck-outs,
as well as FM ingress that could be leaking into the return path. This
information can be displayed in a dashboard or report format that highlights
all spectral impairments, including any issues that are affecting multiple
homes.
Having this kind of information readily available allows operators to quickly
address downstream issues, without the need to rely on calls from customers to realize there is a problem. This will reduce calls to the support line, and
allows the operator to dispatch the right technician to the right location to
fix the problem. The end result is benefits beyond what live remote spectrum
analysis already provide, as operators will see a further increase in efficiency
and customer satisfaction, and an even greater reduction in operating costs
and mean-time-to-repair.

Abbreviations and Acronyms
OSS 		
DOCSIS
NOC 		
FEC 		
SNR 		
MER 		

Operations Support System
Data Over Cable Service Interface Specification
Network Operations Center
Forward Error Correction
Signal-to-Noise Ratio
Modulation Error Ratio

STBs 		
GIS 		
SoC 		
MIB 		
RF 		
MHz 		
QAM 		

Set Top Boxes
Geographic Information System
System on a Chip
Management Information Base
Radio Frequency
Megahertz
Quadrature Amplitude Modulation
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