
 

2018 State of the Hobby 
This survey started out in 2017 as simple curiosity. While browsing the Amateur Radio subreddit I began 

to notice several survey posts for highly specific topics. I completed those surveys yet often found 

myself wondered what the result was. It was then decided to host my own survey, to collect the 

opinions from the community on topics that I cared about over as many years as I could. My goal was to 

make those results widely available for the entire community - and perhaps encourage operators to 

make changes in issues areas or continue doing what seems to be working! If these results bring even 

small changes, it was worth it.  

2017 Survey Results: https://sway.com/dBedey0zHZEjk0Xt 



From The Pollster 

 

Each year I get hundreds of great suggestions for participants for future iterations of the survey. Largely 

I listen and incorporate those suggestions, and 2018 was no exception. Last year several folks said there 

could be a large amount of bias, considering how the survey was worded. Considering this started out as 

just a fun little project, I can see that within the questions beyond a doubt.  

 

This year I've adopted a widely known method in surveys called the Likert Scale. I've tried to limit open 

ended selections where possible, as this requires days of normalization. That isn't always possible with 

such a diverse hobby, but I did what I could where I could. I've added many of the questions suggested 

to me, and 2019 I will continue to add and change questions beyond the core set. 

 

With that, on to the results! 

Dustin Thomas N8RMA 



Responses & Respondents 

 

 

This year I had 2919 unique responses from across the globe. 

This represents a 324% increase in response from 2017 to 2018! 

Of respondents, only 6.85% had taken the poll last year. 



 

This year the majority of respondents found the survey via QRZ.com, which was fantastic. It was 

featured in the news section, which for a pollster is the equivalent of being above the fold. Facebook 

was another solid source of promotion, however paled in comparison to QRZ. My new friends over at 

Southgate ARC contributed greatly and to my surprise, Discord - a popular gaming chat and community 

app.  



 

The majority (58.59%) of respondents were over the age of 55. 

A big shout-out to those 135 entries from operators under the age of 24! 

 

The data suggests, while being a limited subset, something that is widely known in this hobby. The main 

base of operators is getting older. While this means there is a wealth of experience and knowledge 

available, there has to be someone to impart this knowledge upon. Sure, you can contribute this to baby 

boomers (who are over 65) however the representation of operators in two brackets (35-54 years old) 

roughly compares to just those who are 55-64 years old or over 65 alone. 

With a diminishing hobby base comes many challenges - radio manufacturers may fold or get out of the 

amateur business, governance organizations may continue to reallocate bandwidth, and the younger 

generation may simply not have anyone out there to talk with. We need to continue to encourage the 

younger generations to get into the hobby - more unique and diverse facets of the hobby need to evolve 

and be embraced that interest young students who are already being encourage to explore STEM topics. 



 

This year saw a decrease in responses from outside North America, which was surprising to me. Europe 

was down to 9% (from 14%) and Asia to 1% (from 2%) in survey presence, while Australia / Oceania saw 

a slight bump to 1.71% (from 1%). South America and Africa did make it on the board, and hopefully 

next year we'll see more from those regions. Overall the response rate from outside North America was 

13%, down from 17% in 2017. 

I wanted to call out Southgate ARC1 and NewsWest WA Radio Amateur News2 for promoting this survey 

across the pond and across the globe. I only wish I had reached out to them at the opening of the survey, 

as getting opinions from outside North America is as important to me as from within North America. If 

you have a blog, newsletter, website or podcast and are located outside of North America, I'd like to 

hear from you3 for next year. 

                                                           
1http://www.southgatearc.org/ 
2http://www.vk6.net/ 
3mailto:d2thomas@gmail.com 



How You Participate 

 

This section polled respondents as to how they participate in the hobby, e.g. license class, how long they 

have been licensed, band and modes, how they log contacts, how they QSL and if the hobby is a family 

affair. This year I was excited to see some new trends in radio - in fact, it's encouraged me to try some 

new modes as well. If there is something new you see, get out there and try it! 

 



As always, the largest subset of respondent license classes was US - Amateur Extra. There were probably 

a hundred different license classes for the write-in section, and as I'm not well versed on CEPT licenses 

or license types outside of North America I had to do some standard normalization. 

How many years have you been licensed? 

Overall average: 22.58 years 

If other members of your family are also radio amateurs: 25.59 years 

If your spouse willingly participates: 27.81 years 

How many years have you been active? 

Overall average: 18.78 years 

If other members of your family are also radio amateurs: 22.15 years 

If your spouse willingly participates: 24.87 years 

 

I think it's important to "mind the gap" between how long operators have been licensed and how long 

they have been active. Having a license does the hobby no good if you aren't being active, so encourage 

your fellow hams to be radioactive. There also seems to be a strong connection between the average 

years an operator has been licensed / active and if a spouse or family member also participates. If your 

spouse or other family members don't participate in the hobby, encourage them to do so. It's fun for 

them and will keep you keying the mic* much longer! 



*CW operators - put down your pitchforks. It was just a phrase! 

This represents 65,924.4 years of licensing. 

 

A healthy 25% of spouses participate in the hobby (willingly or otherwise) which is a reported increase 

over 2017 (22%). 

Similarly, 30% of respondents indicated other members of their family were also radio amateurs. 

 



 

A large portion of responses indicate attending hamfests or swaps is commonplace. Upwards of 85% of 

radio operators have done so. Also, surprisingly, 25% of respondents have attended the Dayton (ala 

Xenia) Hamvention. At least Ohio has that going for it*, if nothing else. 

* Sorry Ohio, but I mean...come on. It's OHIO. 

** Disclaimer - the pollster is from Michigan and in the Midwest of the United States people from 

Michigan and people from Ohio are mortal enemies sworn to stand by their respective pothole ridden, 

very boring and economically deflated states...to the death. 

 

By far the most popular activity reported was DXing, followed by antenna construction / design and 

digital modes. This year some surprising entries made the list, including drone operation and EME 

activities. This might be due to the larger sample size or to an increase in interest - only time will tell. 



 

Top bands on which respondents frequently operate should be no surprise to anyone. 40m led the pack 

here, most likely due to the general availability of the band and to it being a tiny bit more forgiving 

during bad solar cycles. UHF/VHF was also well represented here, confirming that many operators still 

engage on 2m and 440 MHz (430 MHz in Europe I learned). 

 

For digital modes, PSK31 has once again lead the charge. This may not be the case next year, as a new 

mode FT8 has made it's debut on the survey in the number 2 spot. While this did not even appear on 

last years survey, over a third of respondents report using this digital mode. Similarly, WSPR has 

appeared with the top 10 this year and was not reported in 2017. 



 

The surprising entry here continues to be how many operators still reporting using pen & paper to log 

contacts. This is a similar trend from last year and the data would suggest it's consistent. Other than that, 

the big players continue to appear here with nothing new appearing or trending. 

 

There is nothing new to report for how respondents QSL. Direct remains the most widely used method, 

along with LOTW, eQSL.cc, and bureaus. This year the reported popularity of OQRS has decreased, 

however it still remains a major player in the QSL space among respondents. 



 

Why did you get involved in the hobby? 

• I always had an interest in radio and got my license at age 14. 

• looked like an interesting technical hobby, cool gadgets, DIY opportunities 

• Discovering it through Boy Scouts  

• School science project 

• For funsies 

• Through people I met in Community Emergency Response Team Training 

• Was a pirate broadcaster in the 60's 

• A hobby to do with my dad 

• Magic of DX 

• CB radio while a teenager and then met a HAM 

• A nagging friend. 

• Progressed from CB 

• I love the mystery of radio. 

• because it's magic 

• Started as SWL 

• Red Cross 

• technically challenging, global in perspective, multi-faceted, safer than flying 

• Because it's fun! 

• I started dating a ham thru eHarmony and what’d ya know- I married him! 

• Spouse insisted I get a hobby to keep me out of her hair 

 



This is my favorite section on the whole survey. I love reading each and every single one - this year it 

took me much longer than I had hoped it would, thanks to the great responses from everyone! I pulled 

out some themes in the above as well as some fun and entertaining responses. I'm very to happy to 

responses involving the Boy Scouts and JOTA - these are events I've participated in and is a great way to 

get kids interested and involved. 

Your Opinions 

 

 

The survey asked to rate the health of the hobby. This is essentially the capstone question of this survey 

- how is the health of the amateur radio hobby. This of course is fully subjective but it shows a general 

perception of the health of the hobby. As reported, the majority of the respondents feel the hobby is at 

a minimum doing fair or well. The overall average here was 3.32, which seems to increase above the 

margin if respondents are involved in at least one club and fall below if they are not. The data suggests 



that involvement in a club as a positive effect on the perceived health - so if you are not involved in a 

club, I highly suggest you check one out! 

 

The survey also asked respondents to select some of the issues they feel are facing our hobby. It then 

asked respondents to pick the LARGEST issue they see facing the hobby. These are designed to be gut 

reactions. 

 

Staying consistent from 2017, the overall largest perceived issue was "Lack of interest due to cell phone, 

sat phones, VoIP, etc" which was indicated by almost a third of the response base. This was followed by 

"Poor operating etiquette" and then by the "High cost of equipment". 

 

Old Operators / Young Operators 

Interestingly, for respondents under the age of 35, "old operators" was ranked as the third largest single 

issue. Those responses from middle aged participants (35-54) also feel that "old operators" are an issue, 

however it only ranked as fourth for them. Respondents over the age of 55 feel that "young operators" 

are the fourth largest issue radio faces today. Overall, outside of North America, "old operators" slides in 

at the third largest issue facing the hobby. 

 

Home-Owners Associations (HOA's) 

HOA's ranked fourth overall as a singular issue. If you are over the age of 35, they made the list as the 

third largest overall issue facing the hobby today. This was highly interesting, as reported elsewhere in 

the survey over 75% of respondents indicated they were not significantly affected by an HOA. This 

suggests that the perception of HOA's negatively impacting operators is exactly that, a perception. 



 

It would appear that most have average satisfaction (3.14) with their governing body. 

How can these governance bodies improve? 

 



 

It would also appear that on average most are moderately satisfied (3.15) with their lobby organization. 

How can these lobby organizations improve? 

 



 

The data would suggest that few operators enjoy award nets, such as OMISS and the 3905 Century Club. 

On average this question scored a 2.28, which by comparison was almost equal to "I believe there 

should be a code requirement for licensing" - WOW! Now I probably shouldn't interject my own opinion, 

but I'm going to do that. I enjoy award nets - they were a hugely influential in getting me on HF and in 

getting comfortable. I tell any new operator if they are looking to break into HF - award nets are a great 

way to get comfortable sending / receiving RST reports and for getting some contacts in the log. I also 

had my WAS on 40m Phone with 6 months of getting my general class due heavily in part to award nets. 

For fun and profit I say. 

OMISS - Old Man International Sideband Society4 

3905 Century Club5 

                                                           
4http://www.omiss.net 
5http://www.3905ccn.com/ 



 

Interest in chasing activities was overall on average (2.92). I would have liked to see the responses to 

this question in 2016, back when the ARRL did National Parks on the Air. I enjoyed that program, in 

terms of both working parks and activating stations. There are several great programs in place if you are 

interesting in chasing activities. 

Islands On The Air6 

World Wide Flora & Fauna7 

Parks on the Air8 

                                                           
6https://www.iota-world.org/ 
7http://wwff.co/ 
8https://parksontheair.com/ 



 

Enjoyment of contesting had a strong showing this year, with an average of 2.91 across all responses. 

Most respondents did not feel strongly one way or another, so contesting remains a polarizing topic 

among operators. Contesting is a great option if you have a competitive streak in you. Field day (while 

excluded from this question) is a great opportunity to dip your toe into contesting to see if it might be 

for you. Check out what contests are coming soon and give one a try - it certainly won't kill you. 

WA7BNM Contest Calendar9 

 

                                                           
9http://www.contestcalendar.com/weeklycont.php 



"I enjoy digital modes while operating" was a home run this year, with the top box being "strongly 

agree" among responses. The overall average was 3.53 which is a clear indication that digital modes are 

"so hot right now". Between the longevity of PSK31 and the blockbuster success of FT8, there has never 

been a better time to get involved in digital modes. 

G4UCJ - Digital Modes10 

WB8NUT - Digital Modes11 

 

On average, the popularity of VoIP / Radio integrations, such as EchoLink is or has declined. Responses 

this year garnered an average of 2.68, not one of the highest. This could be attributed to the widespread 

use of these technologies in our everyday life. For me personally, I got into radio to do something 

different that Skype or FaceTime. Perhaps this is reflected here and respondents want to just play radio - 

even if it's digital. 

EchoLink12 

                                                           
10http://hfradio.org.uk/html/digital_modes.html 
11http://wb8nut.com/digital/ 
12http://www.echolink.org/ 



 

The data suggests that most operators feel that MORE operators should engage in electronic QSLing. 

The average here (3.33) almost places this idea as popular as digital modes. When it comes to electronic 

methods of QSLing, I couldn't agree more. While within the US it's very easy to send and receive postal 

QSL cards, that isn't true for OUS contacts. When it comes to proving contact with a rare DX entity, if not 

done via LOTW I almost always assuming it will never happen. 

Logbook of the World (LOTW)13 

eQSL.cc14 

OQRS15 

                                                           
13https://lotw.arrl.org 
14https://www.eqsl.cc 
15https://clublog.org 



 

This is a question I hear passed around quite a bit - and let me tell you, much of time it's met with a 

visceral response. It was certainly the case this year, with an average score of 2.20 and coming in as one 

of the most consistently low responses in 2018. While a little under two thirds (64%) of respondents 

think there should be no requirement at all, surprisingly 11% feel strongly that there SHOULD be a code 

requirement. The largest subset that strongly believes there should be a code requirement was those 

over the age of 65, with 17% of those saying it should exist. The majority of that subset (37%) however 

feels strongly the opposite direction, meaning no code requirement. 

 

This was an interesting response to a hot button topic. While coming in as #4 for the largest issue facing 

the hobby today (#3 for those over 35), most respondents indicated that in fact they had not been 

affected by an HOA in any significant way. On average, this question scored a 2.30, with every single age 



demographic well within the margin. I encourage every radio operator do to their own research on this, 

especially when legislature is involved. I also encourage operators to not engage in groupthink or light 

up a torch / grab a pitchfork just for the sake of rabble rousing. 

 

This has to be the most heartening response I read throughout this whole survey. An overwhelming 

portion (93%) of respondents indicated that they agree or strongly agree with the question "if asked, I 

would encourage someone to get licensed and participate". We're talking an average of 4.64 here. 

Interesting..... 

 



 

In the last 12 months, 44% of responding operators engaged in some kind of public service. This might 

not be true elsewhere but in my area opportunities to engage in service seem to be declining. This could 

be due to competing technologies or to lack of promotion. If you are aware of an event that could 

benefit from skilled communications, I encourage you to reach out to the organizers and offer your 

services. 

 

The survey specifically asks if respondents have, within the last 12 months, encouraged someone to 

obtain a license. I'm pleased to report the data on this one, which indicates 79% of operators have in 



fact done this. Even greater than that, from that subset, 37% indicate they did in fact obtain a license. 

This could be an even higher amount, considering that 34% did not know one way or another. If you are 

in the group that has encouraged someone AND they obtained a license, pat yourself on the back. 

 

Along the same lines, 68% operators have talked with a new ham on the air within the last year. 

Hopefully the new operators came away feeling energized about the hobby, and not the other way 

around. I think many of us forget what it feels like to be fresh and having to work up the courage to key 

the mic or response to a CQ. 

 



Based on responses, it would appear that DMR is leading the charge for new area repeaters. C4FM / 

System Fusion is close behind with 2m FM repeaters coming in at #3. I'm very interested in how this 

figure changes over the next few years. I would also love to see a DMR repeater in my area, as there is 

D-Star and Fusion, but no DMR as of late. I also find DMR leading the pack to be surprising - iCOM and 

Yaesu have been offering deep discounts for clubs on repeater gear in what I have to assuming is a 

marketing ploy to sell radios or end points. 

 

Preferred radio manufacturers saw a nice variety of companies, but not surprisingly the big 3 remained 

on top. Overall, Yaesu seems to be the most popular, followed by iCOM and then Kenwood. Other 

names to break in to the chart were Elecraft, FlexRadio, Ten-Tec, Baofeng and Motorola. It also appears 

a large group of respondents have no preference.  

 

Interestingly, regardless of reported household income, Yaesu remains solidly in the top spot. The data 

suggests that reported household income had little to no bearing on brand preference. This can either 

mean all the brands are too expensive or that they have offerings in multiple price-price points. Many 

respondents indicated brand preference had less to do with cost and more to do with feature sets. 

 

Operators in Africa and Asia tend to prefer the Kenwood brand and in Australia / Oceana they prefer 

iCOM. My confidence in this data is low however, considering I had a very limited amount of response 

data from those regions. While it may be a good sample, hopefully next year I can increase responses 

from those regions and build the confidence here. 

 

In the US, those who are Amateur Extra class have a mild preference for iCOM (29.12%) over Yaesu 

(28.59%), however only slightly. Technicians clearly favor Yaesu, with a resounding 44.97% favoring big 

orange over Kenwood (19.58%) and iCOM (15.87%). This might be due to a marketing strategy by Yaesu 



(which is clearly a good direction) or perhaps related to the promotion of C4FM repeaters for clubs. This 

mode was listed as the second most reported for new area repeaters, and technicians might be jumping 

on the fusion wagon with their gear selection. 

 

Age did not appear to be a variable here, however the data does suggest that young operators tended 

to not have formed an opinion yet. This is to be expected. 

 

When asked about computer OS operators used in tandem with radio, the winner was (not surprisingly) 

Windows. This made up approximately 76% of reported operating systems and is consistent with 2017's 

findings as well. 

 

Again, Windows 10 use represented approximately 45.22% of respondents (44% in 2017), which is 

higher than the global average of 29.88%, as reported by NetMarketShare16. It seems that ham radio 

operators continue to be early adopters. 

• Windows 7 - 21.72% 

• Windows 8 / 8.5 - 2.5% 

• Windows XP - 3.87% 

 

This year Linux fell two points to 12.02%, however when compared to the global average of 2.30%, it 

would seem there is some love for the penguin among radio operators. With this, 41.54% of 

respondents have at least tried an open source OS in tandem with amateur radio. Those under the age 

                                                           
16https://www.netmarketshare.com/operating-system-market-share.aspx?qprid=10&qpcustomd=0 



of 35 reported much higher rates of Linux usage, with 24.37% primarily using Linux and only Windows 

10 having a larger market share. 

 

MacOS gained a few points, clocking in at 10.24% against the global average of 8.56%. I don't have much 

that is interesting to share about MacOS - it's not that there isn't any love for it, there just isn't much to 

report. I can say that those within the 25-34 year old bracket seem to be the primary users of MacOS 

here, reporting 16.02% as a primary OS over the above figures. 

 

 



Thank you! 

 

 

I want to thank each and every person who completed the survey and those who passed it on to others 

within their clubs. I want to thank all the bloggers and podcasters who graciously promoted the survey 

along the way. Thank you to every person who emailed me with questions or concerns - or just to chat. 

I've made more than a few new "ham buddies" along this journey. 

• G4TUT - Southgate Amateur Radio News17 

• K6LCS - Work-Sat.com18 

                                                           
17http://www.southgatearc.org/ 



• K5CLM - Everything Ham Radio19 

• 4Z1UG - QSO Today Podcast20 

• N0SSC - N0SSC's Ham Radio Blog21 

• cSmith - Young Hams Discord22 

• K4HCK - Amateur Radio Weekly23 

• Reddit - /r/amateurradio24 

• QRZ News - QRZ.com25 

• Amateur Radio Facebook Group26 

• HAM RADIO Facebook Group27 

• HAM RADIO 2.0 Facebook Group28 

• Amateur (Ham) Radio Facebook Group29 

• Amateur Radio UK Facebook Group30 

I'm sure I've missed some folks so my sincere apologies, but a HUGE thank you to those who made it a 

mission to spread the word and get some participation. I found a few new ham groups out there, so I 

suggest everyone check those out as well! 

                                                                                                                                                                                             
18http://www.work-sat.com 
19http://www.everythinghamradio.com/ 
20https://www.qsotoday.com/ 
21http://n0ssc.com/ 
22https://discord.gg/dBBvubh 
23http://hamweekly.com/ 
24https://www.reddit.com/r/amateurradio/ 
25https://www.qrz.com/ 
26https://www.facebook.com/groups/AmateurRadioGroup/ 
27https://www.facebook.com/groups/12699105116/ 
28https://www.facebook.com/groups/iq4dj/ 
29https://www.facebook.com/groups/2228282568/ 
30https://www.facebook.com/groups/486485818108768/ 


