
Bill Shock!!! 
“The costs to consumers resulting from unexpected charges can be significant. Notification is an 
additional tool that empowers the consumer to fully utilize the benefits of wireless technology 
without fear of bill shock.  AARP recommends the FCC should adopt comprehensive rules to 
promote informed choice and consumer protection in the wireless telecommunications services 
market.”   

AARP Comments submitted to FCC on Consumer dockets, Empowering Consumers to Avoid Bill Shock (CG 
Docket 10-207) and Consumer Information and Disclosure (CG Docket (09-158).  

 

Bill Shock Story Submissions Trends Analysis 
 

Story submitters expressed concerns with hidden and unauthorized costs associated with roaming 
charges, data plan charges, 911 charges, federal, state, and local taxes, administrative fees, toll-
free number charges, penalty fees, activation fees, upgrade fees, enhanced service charges, 
international calling, and text or other service fees. Individuals spoke about the need for companies 
to better to explain contracts and billing fees upfront as they found them too confusing and 
complicated to navigate. Many individuals also described the challenges of fluctuating monthly bills 
that did not correspond to quoted or advertised rates, which was seen as especially difficult for 
those on fixed incomes. 

 
 

Consumer Profile 
 

 Region: The greatest numbers of stories were submitted from the northeast region with 
New York having the highest number of submissions, closely followed by Pennsylvania, 
New Jersey and Maryland. 
  

 Gender:  A gender gap was not significantly reflected in association with this issue. A close 
percentage of men (49%) and women (51%) made the call-for-action to end phone 
company abuses. 
 

 Age: Ages ranged from 40-86. The majority of the stories (nearly 70%) were from boomer 
aged consumers (aged 48-65). This group stated most often that they have family service 
plans with at least two cell phones per household. Boomers were most knowledgeable 
about the details of their service plans and they stated more often than the 65+ consumers 
that they use non-voice data applications on their cell phones. Boomers had the highest 
percentage of complaints in the categories of contract extensions and termination fees. 
 
The 65+ consumers most often listed unauthorized cell phone charges for services that 
they did not request or did not use. Consumers who stated that they were happy with their 



existing service were amongst the 65+ group. The majority of consumers who provided this 
response also noted that they opted out of the full service plans, and replaced them with 
low rate pre-paid plans such as TracFone, MetroPCS and Cricket. 
 
Consumers between the ages of 40-47 were the more avid users of mobile data 
applications. They were significantly more likely to use their mobile device to send text 
messages, access the internet, take pictures, record videos, use email, instant messaging, 
and play music. Additional fees and surcharges was the category that generated the most 
complaints from this group.  

Consumers were disgruntled with each of the top wireless service providers, including Sprint, T-
Mobile, AT&T and Verizon. Many consumers noted that they switched providers and did not 
receive improved service or savings.  

 

The percentage of complaints amongst the 1100 cell phone consumers: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Sample Stories: 

Stephanie B. Snohomish WA 
It is essential that each of us, my husband & I have cell service so he can call me when done at 
doctors or if out walking at all even. He cannot drive. He has MS & had 2 strokes this last year. I 
am about to go on social security, he has been on SS disability since 1983. I was laid off my job 
last Sept. and been unable to get another, so far. We have a small farm and I need to take care of 
the animals and often carry my cell with me while doing chores as I'm by myself & need it, just in 
case. The charges are outrageous for the 2 of us, not needing a lot of minutes but some of the 
cheaper companies don't give us good service in our rural area, we need our phone, we don't need 
10% added for fees that are hurtful. We are struggling to make bills for heat, lights & food. 
 
Betty M. Dayton TX  
I just cancelled my cell phone because of continuous fees that don't make sense. I have called 
them several times about it and they have never answered my question about where the charges 
on my bill came from. Because it didn't add up to what was on my bill. It wouldn't add up to the 
amount they say I owed. I kept getting the run-around. Even the day I called and cancelled they 
still couldn't explain or wouldn't. I still had to pay the bill.  
 
Renee M. Atlanta GA  
I have been charged with game applications that I never applied for.  I would not know how to play 
games on my cell phone anyway.  I have been charged with numerous 411 calls throughout the 
years.  I call them and tell them that is what the phone book is for and the computer as well.  I do 
not need to call 411 for directory assistance.  Besides, Google has a free service that provides you 
with this information.  I have to call every month for some charge I did not make.  The last 2 
months I have been charged $19.95 for something called a "portal" charge on my cellular phone.  
When I called them about this, they told me it was a block to keep children or teenagers from 
accidently push keys that may charge me with something I did not order.  I have no idea who came 
up with this, because I never knew there was such a thing. I have a grandchild, but she does not 
have access to my phone.   
 
Myles M. Poland NY 
Our local legislators have added additional 911 cell phone fees in our area. So in our home we 
now paying 911 fees on 3 phones for one house hold that is robbing the tax payers. We used to 
just pay it on one phone. Plus all the federal fees added on. Once again we replaced one home 
land line with three cell phones, why does the government get three sets of fees now instead of 
one. 
 
Leslie H. Lake Havasu City AZ  
Last year when our son needed to replace a lost phone, the company automatically charged us for 
a new 2 year contract!   We were not aware of this at the time of getting another phone until our 
next bill arrived showing the charge. Now we cannot stop this new contract. We have been waiting 
a year to get out of the original contract we started with! We do not want to lose $200 just to get out 
of our contract. 
 
Elizabeth R. Oklahoma City OK  
I gave up my cell phone because all of the different types of fees, taxes and extra charges doubled 
my bill.  Not only that but it is not okay to be charged e extra for incoming calls and text messages 
especially when they are wrong numbers, solicitors, advertising, or prank calls.  That is just taking 
greed too far.   
 
 



Richard T. Coquille OR  
I am tired of being charged to have a cell phone that will connect to the internet and do all sorts of 
media interaction when all I want is a simple phone that will allow me to make and receive phone 
calls and text messages.  We have been on a several month program where we have to 
continually go over to the phone store to have the media access charges removed from our bill 
because one of the phones we use has the capability of using the internet (smart phone), even 
though we have never, in our phone use history, connected to the internet.  At our age, we are not 
looking for the bells and whistles of the younger generation, however, we have to pay for their 
privileges even if we don't want or use them. 
 
Virginia P. York SC  
They failed to explain that while I did have Internet access in my package it was very limited. I used 
my cell phone to check my personal email while at work one month a few times and was hit with 
$400.+ charges just for the internet use. When I contacted the cell phone company that is when I 
found out how limited my package was for Internet access. People need to be sure and ask very 
specific questions about the packages that the cell phone companies sell them to avoid the shock 
of these charges. 
 
JAREEN S. San Bernardino CA  
I got a new cell, and with the cell they are charging me for internet service that I don't use when I 
asked them to take the internet service off they told me that the phone wouldn't work without the 
service.  I have had cell phones before with the internet service, but I refuse the service and they 
took it off.  I am on Social Security & SSI and cannot afford this service. 
 
Sara O. Miami FL  
Yes, I am retired and living in half of my previous salary.  I am very tired of paying all these 
ridiculous taxes that you don't even know what they mean:  Fed Universal Service charge; 
Regulatory charge; Administrative charge; Fl Communications service tax; Miami tax, etc.  I think it 
is a rip-off.  Yes, that's right. 
 
Hanne B. Norwalk  
My dad has a prepaid $100 cell phone that he uses for emergencies.  He has not used his phone, 
however, he keeps getting charged for "solicitors" who call his number!  This is not fair to an 82 yr 
old senior on a very fixed income!  Seniors should be able to have a phone like his that only is 
used for the "emergency" purpose with outside sources locked out of calling his phone.  They will 
use up his amount of calls before he ever gets to use it! 
 
The trends indentified in the following briefing are based on the review of Bill Shock stories that were 
collected between February 1 and February 28, 2011, among a sample of 1100 adults. Story 
submissions were generated by GRA’s e-advocacy team and were reviewed and evaluated by 
AARP’s E&O Stories Program. 

For more information contact AARP State and National Group, Marti T. Doneghy @ 202-434-3808
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