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TECHNOLOGY

Using Network Data  
To Improve Services
By analyzing network traffic, network operators can transform themselves into 
subscriber-centered businesses.

By Masha Zager / Broadband Communities

In the process of transmitting data, 
broadband networks produce vast 
quantities of it – including information 

about the traffic that subscribers generate, 
the devices and applications they use, and 
their experiences. When subscribers think 
about this information, their first concern is 
to keep it secure and private; for that reason, 
the FCC recently issued new rules limiting 
its use. However, network information also 
has uses that do not invade privacy and even 
improve subscriber experiences. The FCC rules 
explicitly allow network operators to use data 
about customers to help provide services and 
to perform “research to improve or protect 
the network or telecommunications.” This, of 
course, requires software (usually cloud-based) 
that can analyze large databases in real time and 
spot significant trends.

Increasingly, operators recognize that data 
about their networks is a strategic asset they can 
use to provide services more efficiently  
and effectively. 

“We see cloud applications as a key element 
to our future success as we rapidly expand 
our service offering,” says Candy Riem, vice 
president of marketing and member services 
at Midwest Energy Cooperative, an FTTH 
operator in Michigan that uses Calix Compass 
cloud services for network data analytics. 
“Compass cloud services have already made a 
major impact in our operations effectiveness, 

as our technicians use combinations of these 
applications in the field to more quickly 
provision, activate and troubleshoot services.” 

Riem explains that installers in the field use 
Consumer Connect Plus, a Compass module, 
to gain visibility into the surrounding network. 
Installers can check quickly for interference 
from nearby devices and then reposition an 
optical network terminal (ONT) or change 
Wi-Fi frequencies to minimize that interference. 
Consumer Connect Plus is also useful to 
Midwest Energy’s tech support team because it 
allows them remotely view and troubleshoot in-
home devices using the TR-069 protocol.

UPSELLING CUSTOMERS 
Tech support staff at Midwest Energy do 
more than troubleshoot faulty devices when 
customers call. They also use Flow Analyze 
Plus, another Compass module, to view patterns 
of network usage in callers’ homes. Riem says, 
“This helps us determine whether there’s an 
issue at the home or whether they’re just hitting 
their thresholds. [An apparent slowdown] 
could be either a tech support issue or an upsell 
opportunity.” 

The marketing staff uses Flow Analyze Plus 
proactively – before subscribers even notice 
a slowdown or call to complain – to identify 
opportunities for upselling. “Say they have 
several devices streaming video or gaming, so 
the tier they’re in isn’t meeting their needs,” 
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Riem explains. “Flow Analyze can pull 
lists of the top gamers or over-the-top 
video users and narrow them down to 
see what they’re doing so we can sell 
them the right package.” 

Don’t subscribers object to being 
called out of the blue and told they 
should buy more expensive plans? Just 
the opposite, says Riem: “Customer 
response has been overwhelmingly 
positive. They like knowing we can see 
that and offer them solutions. Calling 
them is out of the realm of what they’ve 
ever experienced before.”

In many cases, customers have no 
idea, until they are called, that higher 
bandwidth will improve their service 
experiences. Geoff Burke, senior 
director for corporate marketing at 
Calix, explains that even in FTTH 
networks, “an amazing number of 
subscribers are on the lowest tiers. 
They’re complaining about services 
not being good when there’s a world-
class network in place. Companies 
haven’t always translated this into 
service upgrade offers.” Burke estimates 
that, typically, less than 10 percent of 
capacity on FTTH networks is used. 

There are several historical reasons 
for this underuse of capacity, including 
backhaul costs and NECA tariffs 
associated with higher bandwidth 
tiers, but these reasons have become 
less compelling, Burke says. In fact, 
backhaul traffic may fall when service 
providers offer gigabit bandwidth 
because higher speeds reduce network 
contention. Thus, service providers 
stand to gain by selling higher 
bandwidth tiers to customers who can 
benefit by them.  

Several of the 400-plus service 
providers that use Compass cloud 
services have documented the benefits of 
targeted marketing campaigns directed 
to high-bandwidth users, similar to the 
approach Midwest Energy uses. Ben 
Lomand Connect, a telco in Tennessee, 
achieved a 90 percent take rate for 
upgraded services and a 49 percent 
increase in average revenue per user 
for the targeted users. NCTC, another 
Tennessee telco, saw a 47 percent 
increase in average revenue per user for 
the targeted users through data-driven 

marketing. And Nemont Telephone 
Cooperative in Glasgow, Montana, 
achieved a 60 percent upgrade rate 
along with higher subscriber satisfaction 
and lower support costs. 

DEVELOPING A 
COMPETITIVE MINDSET
Miguel Alonso, vice president of cloud 
services at Calix, says Calix developed 
the Compass suite as cloud-based 
software to help its clients – mostly 
small rural telcos – evolve from their 
traditional monopoly status to become 
competitive businesses. “They needed 
to be smarter,” he explains. “But we 
didn’t want to burden them with 
running the tools. They should just be 
able to use them – and going in the 
cloud enabled that.”

In the monopoly world, Alonso says, 
telcos typically thought of themselves 
primarily as network operators and 
made FTTH investments from a 
network-centered view – maximizing 
the upgrades they could make with 
the funds they had available. “Now 
they run their businesses starting with 
subscriber experience,” he says. Using 
Flow Analyze, “They’re looking at 
where there are subscribers who would 
be likely to take higher speeds” and 
prioritizing those areas for upgrades. 

This method is better than using 
preregistrations to set priorities (the 
“fiberhood” method), Burke says, 
because it is based on real subcriber 
activity rather than expressed intention. 
“It’s an important step and more 
powerful than just asking customers if 
they would buy services,” he explains. 

As service providers upgrade to 
fiber and tell customers about the new 
services available, they tailor their 
messages based on subscriber behavior: 
“They look at the Compass cloud data, 

and they can see who to target with 
what message,” Alonso says.

AVOIDING SERVICE 
INTERRUPTIONS 
The Calix Management System 
(CMS) platform, a third Compass 
module, delivers fault, configuration, 
accounting, performance and 
security services. At Midwest Energy, 
Riem explains, “We can see when an 
ONT goes offline or when the battery 
backup goes low. We had a letter from a 
customer who was on a conference call 
when her internet service was dropped. 
A few minutes later she got a call from 
our tech support representative, who 
helped her get back online. … She 
was back on the conference call five 
minutes later. That level of proactive 
support is not something most internet 
providers are able to do.” Like Flow 
Analyze, CMS enables Midwest Energy 
to address issues even before they cause 
problems – for example, if a customer is 
unaware that a battery is running low. 

Finally, Midwest Energy gives 
customers the ability to view 
information about their network usage 
either from their home computers or 
through the NetValet smartphone app. 
The app not only provides information 
but also helps customers control their 
home networks – for example, they 
can limit the times of day at which 
their children’s devices can access the 
internet. Giving customers control 
poses some challenges – installers must 
do more up-front education – but in 
the end, it cuts down on tech support 
requests. “Customers love to be self-
sufficient,” Riem says. v
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What’s better than using preregistrations 
to prioritize fiber upgrades? Using actual 
subscriber behavior to determine who would 
be most likely to buy fiber services. 
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