
Spectrum Value 

Presented at ISART 

July 24, 2018 

 

Scott Wallsten 

Technology Policy Institute 

 

To join our email list: 

text TPILIST to 22828 



Four Factors Determine Spectrum Value 

• Demand for wireless services 

 

• Technology 

 

• Physical characteristics of the spectrum 

 

• License rules and definitions 



Spectrum Value 

- Does Not - 

Always Increase 



Data on Spectrum Value from 

Auctions and Secondary Trades 



Incentive Auction 

$19.3b 

FCC Auction Results 



Major Secondary Spectrum Trades 



Spectrum Price Indices 

Source: Wallsten, 2016 
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Price & Quantity of Spectrum as Function of Wireless Services 
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Increase in Demand for Wireless Services 

Increases Spectrum Value, All Else Equal 



Increase in Demand for Wireless Services 

Increases Spectrum Value, All Else Equal 

But All Else is NOT Equal! 



Spectrum Value 

- May Not - 

Always Increase Even When 

Demand for Wireless Services Does 



Four Factors Determine Spectrum Value 

• Demand for wireless services 
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• Physical characteristics of the spectrum 

 

• License rules and definitions 



Innovation Improves Spectral Efficiency 

technological improvements reduce the cost of transmitting any given 

amount of data (normalize however you please) 
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Technological Improvements 

Reduce Spectrum Value, All Else Equal 
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Higher Frequencies          Lower Price/MHz-pop 

Physical Characteristics of the Spectrum 

Due to propagation characteristics—higher 

frequencies need more investment to provide 

given level of service over any given area. 
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License Rules and Definitions 

Allowed Uses 
• More Flexible 

 

Geographic Area Covered 
• Topography: Flat, boring     Mountainous, Urban 

 

• More economic activity 

 

• Size of Area Covered 

(very large worth less than small, but among smaller sizes unclear) 

 

Bandwidth   (in a linear regression; I suspect true relationship is nonlinear) 

 

Paired  

 

Any Restrictions / Obligations 



Any Restrictions / Obligations 

License Rules and Definitions 

Private and public values may differ. 

Some obligations may benefits society but reduce 

the private value of the spectrum. 

 

(Then the debate is whether those are net benefits) 



Four Factors Determine Spectrum Value 

• Demand for wireless services 

 

• Technology 

 

• Physical characteristics of the spectrum 

 

• License rules and definitions 

Change quickly 

Never changes 

Slow change 
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