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CTN Tip Sheet: Avoiding Mobile Phone “Cap” Traps

What exactly is a “cap”?

A “cap” offers a range of services for a set amount. For example a $50 cap might give you $300 worth of call credits to spend on certain types of services within a set period of time (usually a month). Caps can apply to pre-paid and post-paid (contract) mobile services. 

It is important to note that there are 2 types of caps available. A “hard” cap stops you using services when you have run out of credit, whereas a “soft” cap means you will accrue extra charges if you use services beyond the cap – even if you are not aware of it at the time. 

Capped offers often have conditions attached that limit the amount you can use certain types of services, or the type of services that are included in a cap. You may find your cap covers services such as SMS, phone calls, but excludes other kinds of services such as premium SMS and browsing the internet, in addition to the usual “fair use” policies. 

So is a cap a good deal?

A capped service can be a good deal if you know what is included in the cap and the cap matches your usage patterns. Often the call rates tend to be relatively high, so you can run up a bill much higher than expected, which distorts the real value of the discount you might think you are getting. Caps also exclude popular but expensive services like premium SMS, so if you like voting for reality TV shows, you will be charged for those calls in addition to your cap - make sure you check with your service provider first. You may also find that you still pay for your mobile phone in addition to your capped plan. Again, you will need to check when you sign up.

What should I look out for? 

If you reach the value on a pre-paid cap plan, access to services that have reached their limit are suspended. On a post-paid (contract) service however, you will usually accrue additional charges, so a cap is not the absolute maximum you will pay, even if the service value was not used in full. So it is still possible to exceed your cap, even if you haven’t used all the value available to you. 

How can I stop exceeding my cap? 

It is critical that you make sure you fully understand what types of services will be included, what kind of services are excluded, and how you can check your expenditure in the course of the accrual period. Some telcos offer services that allow customers to track their usage to ensure they do not go over their cap allowance – for example logging onto your account online, or getting an SMS update on your expenditure. However, they are by no means foolproof ways of ensuring you don't overspend, and knowing the limitations of a cap up front is the best way to avoid over-spending. 

Problems or complaints?

If you have a problem with your capped service (for example the exclusions were not clear, or you believe the charges are incorrect), firstly contact your telephone service provider. If you can’t resolve your complaint, contact the Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman on 1800 062 058 or visit: www.tio.com.au  
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