Challenges of Built-In Wireless Wide Area Networking (WWAN)
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WWAN is what computer manufacturers call wireless data.  The acronym stands for Wireless Wide Area Network.  The network cable to your computer is called a LAN cable.  LAN stands for Local Area Network.  Thus network reach outside of the office is Wide Area and using a wireless connection makes it a Wireless Wide Area Network.
The trend in the laptop industry is to integrate wireless network capability into the new laptops.  This does give the customer the benefit of not having to insert or remove a PC card when they need to connect, but that may be the only benefit.  

Price:

Laptop buyers may look at a notebook with the integrated WWAN capabilities and think of it as free when the real price is a bit higher.  The price difference is between $100 and $200 to add WWAN capability for most laptops.

Contracts and Upgrades:

Most companies depreciate a laptop over 3 years.  Most carriers require, or at least encourage, 2 year contracts.  Most data technology leaps occur every 12 to 18 months.  It is very unlikely that the next leap in wireless data performance will occur at the same time that a customer is free from their wireless contract and chooses to replace their laptop.  

Installation:  

Also note that built-in equipment in a laptop is rarely swappable.  Thus the name “built-in.”  I don’t know of a single laptop manufacturer that supported swapping out older WiFi capabilities for newer ones.  If the manufacturer did support swapping out a built-in WWAN module, you can be assured that it would require a technician’s time and expense to facilitate the swap.  PC Cards were developed to alleviate this exact situation. 

Equipment Upgrade Costs:

Most computer manufacturers put one price on a laptop model.  They don’t price it as a set of components.  For this reason, many people believe that the WWAN capability is “free” or at least part of the system cost.  To find the real cost of the WWAN capability a customer can choose to customize their laptop before they order it.  Here they will find out that the WWAN capability actually adds between $100 and $200 to the cost of the laptop.  

It is highly unlikely you will be able to swap out a WWAN component in the future, but even if you can, you will need to order the parts I mentioned earlier.  Built-in parts are just that, parts.  They do not come with rebates or competitive retail pricing.  Combine a computer parts price with a service technicians installation cost and you are looking at a minimum upgrade cost around $400 to $500.
Support:

Do you know who provides worse support than wireless carriers?  PC manufacturers.  How much does the kid at Best Buy know about wireless data technologies?  How much does the very intelligent, and even eloquent, woman from Bangalore India know about coverage in Mora, MN?

Quality:

I can’t tell you that a built-in card is better or worse than a PC card.  I can tell you that some manufacturers have added external antennas for their built-in cards and others have decided to pass on this.  I can tell you that if you have problems with the card in your computer, the repair or the exchange will involve the whole computer.  This will reduce the benefits of a built-in card when it has to take your whole computer with it to the shop.  A PC card, on the other hand, can be swapped without taking away all of the computer’s productivity.
PC Industry Recommendations:
While most of the PC industry is excited by the concept of integrated WWAN capabilities, some analysts recognize the trade offs.

Some excerpts from PC World magazine:
“If you only have occasional need for WWAN Internet access, using your cell phone as a modem makes the most sense because it's the least expensive option.”

“With a built-in WWAN chip, you're locked into a specific carrier's network. Changing carriers will probably require hiring a technician to replace the WWAN radio in your notebook with one that works with your new carrier's network.”

To Illustrate the potential customer issues with built-in WWAN . . . 

Mark buys his brand new Fujitsu laptop in early 2007.  It comes with a built-in EV-DO modem so that he can download data at 400 to 700 kbps.  This is great because this is what his local carrier supports.  Late in 2007, another carrier launches HSDPA technology which offers the same download speed but much higher upload speeds.  Well, Mark is under contract, so he will just have to wait a while until he can upgrade.  Early in 2008, his carrier upgrades their EV-DO network to “rev. A”.  This allows other customers of that carrier to upload at much faster speeds than Mark.  Mark’s contract still prohibits him from upgrading.  By early 2009, the network speeds and performance are much better and Mark knows that his contract is up.  Unfortunately for Mark, his company still expects Mark to carry that laptop for another full year.  When Mark checks to see if he can swap out the built-in EV-DO modem, he gets more bad news.  Even though he found someone who can swap the parts, he has to pay for the “part” and installation charges.  So now, Mark has paid around $500 for his new EV-DO modem and labor, and he has signed a new 2 year contract with his carrier.  Another year passes and Mark’s boss tells him to pick out a new laptop.  Mark is excited about the new Dell model that has even better wireless performance than the modem he had installed last year.  To Mark’s disgust, he is reminded that he is under contract to his current carrier for another full year.  Now Mark’s choice of laptops is not just limited by his needs, but also by his choice of wireless carrier.

Of course, Mark could have purchased almost any laptop with a PC card slot and then been free to upgrade his service as he wished, and taken advantage of carrier rebates on low price cards, and most importantly not have had his computer purchases dictated by his wireless contract.

One last point:
For those who sell wireless data, you don’t get paid for integrated WWAN activations.
