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UNDERSTANDING 4G LTE TERMINOLOGY
1. Introduction
When it comes to wireless broadband standards, there are too many acronyms to keep track of. None are more
important than LTE and 4G. This Application Note has been written in response to questions received from
customers. It hopes to clarity the terminology and explain the relevance to the Internet of Things (IoT)

2. Understanding the Terminology
4G, short for “Fourth Generation,” is a specification laid down by the International Telecommunications Union (ITU)
in 2008. The ITU set standards for 4G connectivity, requiring all services described as 4G to adhere to a set of speed
and connection standards. For mobile use, including smartphones and tablets, connection speeds needed to have a
peak of at least 100 megabits per second, and for stationary uses such as mobile hot spots, at least 1 gigabit per
second.
When the standard was announced, these speeds were unheard of in the practical world. They were intended as a
target for technology developers at a point in the future that marked a significant jump over the current technology.
Over time, the systems that power these networks caught up, not just in the sense that new broadcasting methods
have found their way into products, but the previously established 3G networks have improved to the point that
they can be classified as 4G.
LTE stands for Long-term Evolution and is not as much a technology as it is the path followed to achieve 4G speeds.
For a long time, when your phone displayed the “4G” symbol in the upper right corner, it did not really mean it.
When the ITU set the minimum speeds for 4G, they were unreachable. In response, the regulating body decided
that LTE, the name given to the technology used in pursuit of those standards, could be labelled as 4G if it provided a
substantial improvement over the 3G technology.
Since there was such an enormous gap between the old 3G standard and the new 4G, companies wanted to make
sure their customer base knew they were receiving better service than just 3G, so they came up with a workaround.
That workaround was misuse of the term LTE. The original idea was that LTE represented the "Long-Term Evolution"
toward the 4G standard. What marketers figured out was that they could present it as something greater than that
standard if they simply added "4G" before it. Hence, "4G LTE" became widely used. A more accurate term would
have been “3G LTE to 4G” but that does not have the same appeal.

3. Categories of Service
LTE consists of a range of different categories of modem, which can be integrated into mobile phones, tablets, and
Internet of Things (IoT) devices. These different categories include the following which are most found in low datarate IoT devices:
•

CAT-NB1 (also referred to as NB-IoT)

•

CAT-M1
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•

CAT-1

•

CAT-4
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Although cellular technologies go from CAT 0 to CAT 19, these are the technologies commonly used for IoT
applications such as connected vehicles. In general, as you progress down the list above, the power consumption,
data-rate, and price of the devices increases considerably. When comparing specifications and capabilities of
different catagories, it can be difficult to know what level of capability is required for your IoT device.

3.1.

NB-IOT and CAT-M1

Firstly, although these newer, low-energy cellular technologies are grouped together, they are not the same. Most
hardware that supports one also supports the other, so you can typically get both capabilities in a single radio. These
are very new technologies and will grow in geographic deployment in the years to come.
•

Very low power

•

Provide superior range over CAT-1 and CAT-4 modems

•

Lowest cost of any cellular radio

•

In the case of CAT-M1, deploys using existing cellular infrastructure

•

Secure

The trade-off for the lower power, low price, and improved range of the NB-IoT and CAT-M1 technologies is that the
data-rate is lower.
•

CAT-M1 – 1 Mbps

•

NB-IoT – 200kbps

For typical industrial sensors or an interface to some CAN data, CAT-M1 is the perfect technology. The data-rate
achievable with CAT-M1 allows for Over the Air (OTA) firmware updates; this is more difficult with NB-IoT. CAT-M1
is intended for applications where the modem can be mobile, moving from tower to tower. NB-IoT does not cell
switch for mobile applications and expects the modem to stay in the vicinity of a single tower. Although the radio in
Senquip sensor gateways supports CAT-M1 and NB-IoT, Senquip prefers to support CAT-M1 because of the cell
switching and higher data-rates that support OTA.

3.2.

CAT-1

This is the oldest and most deployed of IoT connectivity technologies. LTE CAT-1 can support high data-rate IoT
products with enough throughput to support streaming video in mobile applications. The maturity of the technology
makes it broadly available in most geographies. This technology is a little more expensive than NB-IoT and CAT-M1,
but has the following advantages over those technologies:
•

Higher data streaming throughput (10Mbps)

•

Lower latency for wake-up applications

•

Broader global coverage
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If you need to deploy a solution broadly for mobile equipment (touching dozens of countries), need to offload a
fairly large amount of machine data in a hurry, or require support for streaming video or other data-intensive
content, then CAT-1 is the technology to use. Senquip supports CAT-1 in regions where CAT-M1 coverage is not
available.

3.3.

CAT-4

LTE CAT-4 modems are the fastest widely available radios. These modems can achieve data-rates of 150 Mbps,
more than ten times the throughput of their CAT-1 counterparts.
They are also complex, expensive, require multiple antennas, and are power hungry. These modules are typically
reserved for the handset market. Unless you need to aggregate a lot of data from a lot of machines, or provide
streaming services to a large number of passengers onboard a vehicle, it is unlikely that the cost or complexity of this
technology will be appropriate for an IoT application.

4. Conclusions
LTE describes the Long-term Evolution from 3G to 4G. LTE consists of a range of different categories of modem
which can be integrated into mobile phones, tablets, and IoT devices. CAT-M1 is most suitable for low data-rate
applications typical in most IoT applications because it has the best coverage and low power consumption. CAT-1
can achieve speeds required to stream video and has the best global coverage.
Senquip supports both CAT-M1 and CAT-1 versions of its sensor gateways, with CAT-M1 being preferred where
coverage is available.
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