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October greetings from Virginia Beach and 
Davidson/ Lake Norman.  Fall has arrived in 
the Piedmont, but that has not kept us (and 
pets) from enjoying our kayaks.  Hopefully 
you are finding time to enjoy the outdoors.   
 
Many thanks to Jennifer Fritzsche for her 
terrific column last week on the state of 
fiber.  With a few exceptions (outlined in 
Sunday Briefs here and here), increased fiber 
deployments have benefitted shareholders 
and customers alike.  Her column was a 
terrific chronicle of several service providers’ 
intentions and activities. 

 
This week’s Sunday Brief will return to our focus on 3Q earnings.  After covering the state of home broadband 
deployments two weeks ago, this week we will cover the impact of self-install, the temporary upside of increased 
political advertising, and what’s going on with non-traditional wireless companies after the CBRS auctions have 
concluded.   
 
The Week That Was 
 

 

Ticker

Stock Name Symbol Dec-18 Dec-19 Jun-20 Dec-18 Dec-19 Dec-18 Dec-19 Amount Percent 2-Oct % change
Value Gained/ 

Lost ($B)
Apple AAPL 4,715.3          4,373.5          4,354.8          155.41$     293.65$     733$           1,284$        551$        75% 452.08$    54% 690$                   
Alphabet (Google) GOOG 695.2             689.7             687.0             1,035.61$  1,337.62$  720$           923$           203$        28% 1,458.42$ 9% 83$                     
Microsoft MSFT 7,672.2          7,665.0          7,650.0          100.09$     157.70$     768$           1,209$        441$        57% 206.19$    31% 371$                   
Amazon AMZN 491.2             497.8             509.0             1,501.97$  1,847.84$  738$           920$           182$        25% 3,125.00$ 69% 650$                   
Facebook FB 2,854.0          2,850.5          2,879.0          131.09$     205.25$     374$           585$           211$        56% 259.94$    27% 157$                   
Totals Totals 3,333$       4,921$       1,588$    48% 1,951$               

Ticker

Stock Name Symbol Dec-18 Dec-19 Jun-20 Dec-18 Dec-19 Dec-18 Dec-19 Amount Percent 2-Oct % change
Value Gained/ 

Lost ($B)
AT&T T 7,285.0          7,170.0          7,125.0          26.50$        38.56$        193$           276$           83$          43% 28.68$       -26% (70)$                    
Verizon VZ 4,130.0          4,140.0          4,141.0          53.38$        60.77$        220$           252$           31$          14% 59.24$       -3% (6)$                      
T-Mobile TMUS 850.2             855.6             1,236.5          63.61$        78.42$        54$             67$             13$          24% 113.41$    45% 43$                     
Comcast CMCSA 4,517.0          4,607.0          4,607.0          33.39$        44.76$        151$           206$           55$          37% 45.15$       1% 2$                        
Charter CHTR 225.3             214.8             211.1             284.97$     485.08$     64$             104$           40$          62% 620.23$    28% 29$                     
Totals Totals 683$           906$           223$        33% (3)$                      

2020 YTD PERFORMANCE

2020 YTD PERFORMANCE

Stock Price Annual ChangeEquity Value ($B)

Stock Price Equity Value ($B) Annual ChangeShares (millions)

Shares (millions)

https://sundaybrief.com/fiber-always-wins-until-it-doesnt/
https://sundaybrief.com/fiber-always-wins-until-it-doesnt-2020-edition/


 
What a difference a few weeks makes to Fab 5 valuations.  With the exception of 
Alphabet (Google -$1B lost), each of the Fab 5 enjoyed significant gains over the 
previous two-week period.  Apple (+$108B), Amazon (+$87B), Microsoft (+$44B), 
and Facebook (+$15B) all returned to August 11th or 12th stock price levels.  The Fab 
5 continue to be on track to add $2-2.5 trillion in market capitalization this year, or 
basically 2-2.5x the entire market cap of the Telco Top 5.  Three of the Fab 5 have 
equity market values exceeding $1.5 trillion, while Alphabet is within a few billion of 
exceeding the $1 trillion mark.  Regulatory/ anti-trust uncertainties aside (this likely 
explains the difference between Alphabet’s and Facebook’s performance), the 
pandemic has made the prospects for the Fab 5 stronger.   
 
The Telco Top 5 also managed to tread water over the last four weeks (-$5B) with 
continued gains continuing to be seen at Comcast (the Trian Capital Management 
investment announcement came shortly after the September 20 Brief) and T-
Mobile.  The valuation “see saw” of T-Mobile’s and Charter’s gains (+$72B) 
offsetting AT&T’s substantial 2020 losses (now -$70B) still holds, and T-Mobile’s 

market capitalization is within $62 billion of Ma Bell.   
 
Of special note, T-Mobile tapped the debt markets last week (announcement here), this time for $4 billion in financing at 
an average rate just north of 3.0%.  After 3Q earnings are complete, we would not be surprised to see the average cost 
of debt for T-Mobile within 150 basis points of AT&T.   
 
In another very interesting development, Amazon announced 
palm scanning (more on this insightful article from The Verge 
here who correctly identifies Amazon One as an identity 
innovation that enables easier payments).  The days of corporate 
key cards are over if this technology is widely adopted.   
 
On the heels of our discussion of Fab 5 acquisitions in the last 
several Briefs, Microsoft announced that they would be spending 
$7.5 billion (all cash) to acquire ZeniMax Media and Bethesda 
Softworks, creator of The Elder Scrolls and Fallout video game 
series (announcement here).  Great news for the 15+ million Xbox 
Game Pass subscribers – not so great news for Sony.    
 
Apple CEO Tim Cook also received his first major equity grant since 2011 (see announcement and analysis from CNBC 
here).  As the article states, if performance objectives are met consistently for each year of the agreement, Cook could 
receive as many as 1.002 million shares by 2025.  For a company that has created more than $1.24 trillion of value in the 
last 21 months, granting 0.1% of that gain to the CEO seems like a reasonable leadership payday.   
 
Finally, ICMYI, Dish (not one of the Top 5 as measured by equity market capitalization but definitely a Top 5 creator of 
news) founder Charlie Ergen formed a blank-check Special Purpose Access Company (SPAC) in late August (filing here).  
CONX, as the entity is known, seeks to raise $1 billion “to effect a merger, capital stock exchange, asset acquisition, stock 
purchase, reorganization or similar business combination with one or more businesses or assets.”  Several of you 
reached out looking for more insights on the SPAC.  We think there could be many, but don’t think that this is a) a 
vehicle for a satellite merger between Dish and DirecTV, and b) a means to separate wireless and satellite assets (at least 
at a $1 billion valuation).  There will be more insights on this after Dish’s earnings call; identifying what it likely doesn’t 
represent is as important as precisely targeting its purpose.   
 
What Pandemic?  Telecom 3Q Earnings Preview (Part 2) 
We are continuing our exploration of key 3Q earnings drivers in this Brief.  As a review, here are the top items that we 
introduced two weeks ago:   

Week ending Fab 5 Telco 5
YTD through 5-Jun 848$          (28)$           

12-Jun 44$             (34)$           
19-Jun 210$          1$               
26-Jun (79)$           (29)$           

10-July (2 weeks) 724$          31$             
17-Jul (220)$         20$             
24-Jul (89)$           1$               
31-Jul 390$          7$               
7-Aug 209$          22$             

14-Aug 17$             6$               
21-Aug 333$          (3)$              
28-Aug 309$          12$             
4-Sep (302)$         (4)$              

11-Sep (419)$         (9)$              
18-Sep (282)$         8$               
25-Sep 219$          (6)$              
2-Oct 39$             2$               
Total 1,951$      (3)$             

2019 Market cap gain ($B) 1,579$       220$          

Gains/ Losses ($B)

https://www.cnbc.com/2020/09/22/activist-investor-trian-fund-management-takes-a-stake-in-comcast.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/09/22/activist-investor-trian-fund-management-takes-a-stake-in-comcast.html
https://investor.t-mobile.com/news-and-events/t-mobile-us-press-releases/press-release-details/2020/T-Mobile-Agrees-to-Sell-4-Billion-of-Senior-Secured-Notes-6befeed17/default.aspx
https://www.theverge.com/2020/10/1/21496673/amazon-one-palm-reading-vein-recognition-payments-identity-verification
https://news.microsoft.com/2020/09/21/microsoft-to-acquire-zenimax-media-and-its-game-publisher-bethesda-softworks/
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/09/29/apple-ceo-tim-cook-receives-first-major-stock-grant-since-2011.html
https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/1823000/000110465920111137/tm2029435-4_s1.htm


 
1. Even as COVID-19 lockdowns abate, home connectivity continues to be paramount.  Broadband volumes will 

grow, and ARPUs will also grow.  This overachievement will help cable and AT&T/ Verizon offset SMB softness 
and company-specific issues (Cord cutting, WarnerMedia, NBC Universal, and theme parks).  Everyone’s boat 
rises, but cable’s yacht will rise even more than expected.   

2. Every company is rethinking the role of distribution, and the percentage of permanently closed stores will be 
larger than expected.  Along with decreased advertising, this will be the common 2H 2020 project across every 
company (with less cost opportunity for cable).  AT&T and T-Mobile appear to have the largest opportunities.   

3. Consumer High Speed Internet self-install is here to stay, and its impact will drive meaningful EBITDA 
improvement for cable and, to a lesser extent, Verizon and AT&T.     

4. The cable companies are serious about deploying Citizens Band Radio Spectrum (CBRS) to offload increasing 
amounts of traffic from Verizon.  Companies who deploy Priority Access Licenses will also take advantage of the 
80-150 MHz of Generally Available Access (GAA).   

5. As we have seen in our Telco Top 5 stock price performance analysis, AT&T will likely perform differently than 
the rest of the market. Many factors, including a substantial reduction in workforce that occurred throughout 
the summer as well as languishing satellite and WarnerMedia metrics, will drive their relative 
underperformance.  We also believe that HBO Max launch statistics (specifically net new revenues to HBO from 
the product) will be weaker than most expect (especially when compared to Comcast’s Peacock launch).    

6. Political advertising cash flows represent a significant tailwind for both cable and AT&T (Verizon to a smaller 
extent based on the most competitive races).   

 
In Part 1 (here), we covered the importance of home connectivity and the incremental revenue opportunity that should 
show up in cable and, to a lesser extent, Verizon/ AT&T results this month.  One of you (an industry veteran) made an 
extremely astute comment which can be summed up as follows:  
 

“At [telco], we had the 20/80 rule.  Just get the 20% of customers that will deliver 80% of the bundled value.  
This worked in the short term, but, as the definition of value changes to [Work From Home], streaming, and 
other pull-through services, especially in this [COVID-19] environment, our past concentrated focus leaves us in 
catch-up mode.”   

 
We had not thought through the implications of past concentrated decisions as much as this individual has, but it’s a 
very telling statement.   
 
Self-Install:  Here to Stay.  Before going into a chronicle of statements related to CBRS, let’s touch base on one 
sustaining and another periodic benefit to 3Q earnings.  Self-installation of residential broadband services peaked at 
about 90% of total installations during the heart of the pandemic (using Charter CFO Chris Winfrey’s Q1 comments here 
as a marker).   
 
Assuming that the “new normal” for self-installations is 
between 70-80% for new residential customers, the math 
plays out as follows (per install): 
 
 Avoided truck roll cost:    $70-75 
 Mailing/ fulfillment costs:  ($9-11) 
 Service costs (troubleshooting):     (  $6-8) 
 Net cost savings (73-80%):  $51-60  
 
As Comcast and Charter have indicated, however, self-
install adoption was already well underway, particularly 
for High Speed Internet customers (and, within that 
subset, for smaller household footprints like apartments 
and condominiums).  This savings applied to a subset of 
customers, likely 25-30% of gross residential installations.  With Comcast and Charter combining for ~2.6 million new 

https://sundaybrief.com/what-pandemic-telecom-3q-earnings-preview-part-1/
https://www.lightreading.com/cable-video/charter-nets-big-broadband-gains-in-q1-as-self-installs-accelerate-/d/d-id/759350


High Speed Internet installations in 2Q, the incremental benefit to the two companies would have been ~$33-47 million 
in 2Q and likely will see another incremental $30-40 million benefit in 3Q.   
 
This is a relatively small number compared to their total expenses and the potential for 3Q bandwidth upgrades (the 
annual impact of 150,000 1 Gbps upgrades is likely more than the range above).  But it presages another important 
development discussed by Brian Roberts during his Communicopia interview:   
 

“I think about maybe what might be next, and we're early days, but we're looking at smart TVs on a global basis. 
And we're wondering, can we bring our same tech stack or certain capabilities in aggregation to consumers who 
are relying more and more on smart TVs. We've done that with X1 when we syndicated it to Canada and to 
other operators in the United States. And we see a similar road map possibly for that.”   

 
Self-configuring TVs (cable services on demand, Comcast Flex turbocharged, both?).  Self-configuring modems (perhaps 
embedded within existing Wi-Fi access points)?  These are two of the last remaining cost sources driving installation 
costs.  When these are removed, the model changes (and, with X1 embedded in many/ most smart TVs within a few 
years, so does the leverage Comcast has over their cable partners).   
 

Political Spending:  Masking 2021 Weakness.  No doubt that the 
advertising climate was bad in 2Q.  No sports (in Comcast’s case, no 
Olympics) and no new content.  All of that changed in 3Q with 
baseball and football returning.  And then, the mother of all ad 
fillers – political advertising.  $9.8 billion was spent across all media 
channels in 2016 according to AdAge, with traditional broadcasters 
losing out to cable and social media channels.   
 
This week, the Center for Responsive Politics, a non-partisan 
watchdog organization, projected that $10.8 billion will be spent 
across the same channels in 2020, and fully admits in their news 
release that this number could be low because of the substantial 
amounts that have been raised because of the Supreme Court 
vacancy confirmation process scheduled to occur in October (CRP 
counts all federal monies raised and may not include monies 
contributed by self-funding candidates).  Full release here.     
 

Regardless of the exact figure, the benefit to cable, and to a lesser extent, AT&T will be significant.  Here are the key 
battleground states and their local cable/ internet providers:   
 

1. Pennsylvania (Verizon, Comcast) 
2. Ohio (AT&T/ CenturyLink, Charter) 
3. North Carolina (AT&T/ CenturyLink, Charter/ Altice) 
4. Florida (AT&T/ CenturyLink, Comcast/ Charter) 
5. Arizona (CenturyLink, Cox/ Altice) 
6. Michigan (AT&T, Comcast/ Charter) 
7. Colorado (CenturyLink, Comcast) 
8. Georgia (AT&T, Comcast/ Mediacom) 
9. Minnesota (CenturyLink, Comcast) 
10. Nevada (CenturyLink, Cox) 

 
Cable as a medium is diminished because of increased streaming competition, but there are plenty of scatter 
(advertising) slots to be filled, and many tight races to fill them with.  Every advertising seller loves multiple tight races, 
and there seem to be an abundance of them this year.   The impact to cable (vs. 2016) is likely in the billions.   
 

https://adage.com/article/media/2016-political-broadcast-tv-spend-20-cable-52/307346
http://www.opensecrets.org/news/2020/10/2020-election-to-near-11-billion-in-total-spending-smashing-records


More sports, more politics, more new content.  Expect these to be important themes not only for 3Q but for October 
2020.  Holiday advertising is an entirely different story (particularly in ad-rich markets like New York City), but at least 
there’s some offset thanks to an active political season.  For a slightly dated but likely proportionally correct 
(presidential, governor, senate race breakdowns) assessment of the rate, this report from Advertising Analytics, Cross 
Screen Media, and Politico is a useful primer.   
 
More Companies Will Be Discussing Wireless Network Deployments Than Ever Before.   
With the Citizens Band Radio Spectrum (CBRS) auction quiet period over, many companies are not waiting to discuss 
their deployment plans and qualifications.  Here are a sampling of the news reports:   
 

1. Cincinnati Bell:  56 spectrum license wins across 17 counties (~3.3 or 33 MHz of spectrum on average where they 
were the winner).  Company plans to use the licenses to deliver broadband and voice outside of their fiber 
footprint (re: they cover ~880K residences and small businesses with fiber today).  In the news release, they also 
discuss their current fiber capabilities to most towers in the greater Cincinnati and Hawaii areas.  The ingredients 
are there to take share from cable, but Spectrum is a few short strokes away from the latest DOCSIS release and 
is generating increased cash flow growth.  CBB also faces competition from start-up Wireless ISPs (WISP) such as 
White Cloud Communications in Kentucky.  Chances of a successful CBRS launch/ ROI in 2021:  Very good.   

 
2. Windstream:  1,014 Priority Access License wins across 296 counties (~3.4 or 34 MHz of spectrum on average 

where they were the winner).  Windstream has remained focused on exiting bankruptcy (announced September 
24 – see here) and we anticipate more on their CBRS plans in their earnings call in November.  It’s likely that 
their deployment strategy will mirror that of Cincinnati Bell (reach more DSL-based homes with wireless) but it’s 
also likely that they may use the spectrum to serve customers in their SMB segment (SD-WAN access for low 
quality access locations such as convenience stores and stand-
alone restaurants).  Windstream has a less concentrated 
footprint than CBB and likely reaches fewer towers with fiber 
then their Midwest/ Hawaiian counterpart.  There should be 
additional (and perhaps significant) benefits of this to Uniti, their 
fiber network build partner.  Chances of a successful CBRS 
launch/ ROI in 2021:  Average.   
 

3. Midcontinent Communications:  269 PALs in 75 counties.  
Midcontinent was a big winner in Minnesota and the Dakotas 
(mainly in their cable franchise territories).  They were one of the 
first companies to use CBRS in commercial trials (see results here 
from Bloomberg) and are a proponent of its use for rural 
connectivity.  A member of the CBRS Alliance, they should be 
well positioned to leverage their previous trial insights/ learnings 
for a quick and effective launch.  Chances of a successful CBRS 
launch/ ROI in 2021:  Very good.   

 
The important thread here is that each of these companies has not had to manage this much RF in some time (if ever).  
They now have the opportunity to increase their addressable market through wireless High Speed Internet deployments 
(faster than satellite – even Starlink) and possibly use CBRS as a business failover circuit (diverse path).  We will be 
listening for a quick deployment schedule that treats CBRS as a transformational event vs. another network deployment 
project.   
 
We could write a lot more, but that’s it for this week’s Brief.  Next week we will closely examine the sources of AT&T’s 
recent underperformance and gauge if their recovery process can occur in quarters or years.  We will also take up the 
topic of store/ channel distribution changes in the communications world following COVID-19.  Until then, if you have 
friends who would like to be on the email distribution, please have them send an email to sundaybrief@gmail.com and 
we will include them on the list (or they can sign up directly through the new website).   
 

https://www.politico.com/f/?id=0000016b-b029-d027-a97f-f6a95aca0000
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20200918005314/en/Cincinnati-Bell-Will-Use-Wireless-Spectrum-Licenses-to-Expand-Broadband-Access-in-Operating-Area
https://investor.windstream.com/news/news-details/2020/Windstream-Secures-Future-for-Long-Term-Growth-and-Technology-Leadership/default.aspx
https://www.bloomberg.com/press-releases/2019-04-29/midco-completes-successful-cbrs-spectrum-access-system-trial-testing
mailto:sundaybrief@gmail.com


Stay safe, keep your social distance, and Go Chiefs (whenever they may play)!  
 
 
  


