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AT A GLANCE
For telcos, keeping up with customers’ appetite for data means upgrading networks—something that will be increasingly expensive and impractical with the
traditional approach to rollouts. A new paradigm is needed.
The One-Size-Fits-All Approach No Longer Fits
Telcos have traditionally upgraded their networks on a national scale, relying on
technical improvements that let them squeeze better performance out of existing
infrastructure without making outsize investments. The coming demand for data,
however, will be so great that these “boosts” won’t be enough. Telcos will have to
build—and spend—more than ever.
Six Principles for Providing the Experiences—and Prices—Customers
Want
In our work with telcos, we have developed six principles that together provide a far
more efficient, cost-effective approach to rollouts—one that focuses on key customer segments and locations. Telcos will need to develop a deep understanding of
how their customers use the network, carefully match markets with the right
technologies and marketing, and view their assets, from spectrum to fixed and
mobile infrastructure, in a new light.
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or years, network operators—both fixed and mobile—have embraced a
technology-driven, one-size-fits-all approach to upgrades. The idea: boost speed,
boost capacity, boost them everywhere. It’s an approach that has worked well for
telcos and their customers—until now.
The problem is the soaring demand for data. In the past, the key to large-scale national rollouts was telcos’ ability to squeeze better performance out of their infrastructure without making outsize investments or significantly raising prices. They
did this by exploiting a series of technical improvements. Instead of adding expensive base stations, they could add new electronics to the stations they already had.
Instead of deploying costly fiber, they could increase bandwidth over existing copper wires. But these technological “boosts” no longer suffice. Global mobile data
traffic increased 74% in 2015, according to Cisco, and is expected to grow eight
times more by the end of the decade. Fixed traffic is on the rise, too. Meeting demand everywhere for everyone will require more base stations, more fiber, more
everything.
That’s a scenario telcos need to avoid, since it would require them to spend too
much—and charge too much. The good news is, they can.
This time, six principles hold the key. All of them require telcos to look at their customers, their network assets, and even themselves in nontraditional ways. They ask
telcos to make tough choices as well: to focus on some customers and regions more
than on others and to know when to opt for the latest technology and when not to.
But these principles also address the very real—and increasingly problematic—limitations of the traditional approach to network rollouts. (See Exhibit 1.)
While each of these principles can bring results, telcos will see the biggest benefits
only by implementing them in tandem. Until recently, that would have been an
onerous if not an impossible task. But advances in data modeling have eased the
burden dramatically. Also facilitating the path forward are some best practices that
we’ve identified in our work with telcos across the globe.

1. Develop a Deep Understanding of What Drives Usage and
Perception
Network rollouts are typically guided by technical metrics and goals, with telco engineers, in collaboration with vendors, coming up with “rules” that define desired
performance levels. These rules are then applied across the telco’s service area,
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The one-size-fits-all
approach to upgrades
has worked well for
telcos and their
customers—until
now.

Exhibit 1 | The Traditional Approach to Rollouts Has Serious
Limitations
TRADITIONAL
APPROACH

LIMITATIONS OF THE
TRADITIONAL APPROACH

EMERGING
BEST PRACTICES

New technologies are rolled out
on a nationwide basis

Network deployment costs,
usage patterns, and revenue
potential vary widely by area

Create a deployment strategy
deﬁned at the city or neighborhood level and based on local
costs, revenue potential, and
competition

Quality is deﬁned by technical
KPIs for the full network

The customer experience is not
related to managed KPIs

Develop deep customer insight
and use it to identify quality
requirements by subscriber
segment or location type (such
as busy transit corridors)

Capacity investments are
driven by technical thresholds

Investments center on technical
feasibility rather than proﬁtable
trafﬁc

Focus capacity investments on
valuable trafﬁc and network
quality issues critical to the
customer experience

Marketing and sales eﬀorts are
uniform across a country

Oﬀerings increasingly vary by
area, limiting the eﬀectiveness
of one-size-ﬁts-all marketing

Pursue tailored marketing and
sales eﬀorts, using scripts that
better correspond with the
actual deployment strategy for
an area

Source: BCG analysis.

which can often be an entire country. This kind of technical approach makes sense
in light of the traditional focus of network rollouts: to deliver more speed and more
data volume than the competition.
One can certainly understand the reasoning behind “more is better.” Streaming video—the poster child for data-intensive activities—is booming. Netflix grew from
34 million global subscribers in the first quarter of 2013 to 75 million at the end of
2015. YouTube now has over 1 billion users. Even services that didn’t make their
mark delivering video—like WhatsApp and Facebook—feature plenty of it today.
And video files themselves are becoming more data-intensive as 4K resolution gains
traction. In all, video accounted for 67% of global IP traffic in 2014, according to Cisco, a share expected to rise to 80% by 2019. Even on mobile networks, video already
accounts for more than half of all data.
Boosting speeds and volumes to meet growing demand therefore seems a logical
strategy. Little wonder, then, that telcos are in the midst of a race that shows no
signs of slowing down. Globally, the average fixed-broadband speed will more than
double between 2014 and 2019, according to Cisco, from 20.3 Mbps to 42.5 Mbps.
But turning up the dial for everyone ignores one key factor: how customers actually
use the network and perceive network performance. When we look at this, we see
that the story isn’t quite as clear-cut as “more is better.” Different customer segments, it turns out, use the network in different ways, and satisfaction isn’t always
determined by the speed of a data connection. There are a lot of nuances. Telcos
that don’t account for them, but instead apply technical rules generically across
their service area, wind up overserving some customers while underserving others.
They’re also likely to spend far more than they need to on network rollouts.
By understanding actual usage patterns and satisfaction drivers, telcos can develop
insights that inform and optimize their network planning. They can invest more effectively while minimizing costs to themselves and, as a result, to their subscribers.
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These usage patterns and satisfaction drivers will vary by operator and market, but
in our experience, there are some recurring—and even surprising—themes.
For mobile operators, voice is still the bedrock of customer perception. While
mobile operators try to “outspeed” each other to attract and retain customers,
churn is significantly affected by a more mundane factor: dropped calls. In a recent
project with a major Eastern European mobile operator, we saw that the customers
most likely to leave the provider were those who experienced the most dropped
calls. Even as the demand for data explodes, voice performance remains an important criterion for consumers—and a differentiator for telcos. (See the sidebar “Not
All Dropped Calls Are Equal.”) Voice quality is also something that is still problematic in many countries. In their quest to win on speed, telcos shouldn’t overlook
voice. It may need to be an integral part of their investment plans.

NOT ALL DROPPED CALLS ARE EQUAL
For telcos to plan rollouts in an
efficient and effective way, they need
to understand how customers use the
network and what is important to
them. Just as important, they need to
use these insights wisely. The project
with the Eastern European mobile
carrier showed how both of these
challenges can be innovatively—and
successfully—tackled.
As part of the project, we analyzed
dropped calls, but not from the usual
perspective. Traditionally, operators
will measure the number of dropped
calls at each base station and steer
investments to the cells that rack up
the highest numbers. The problem
with this approach is that when it
comes to customer impact, not all
dropped calls are equal. A base
station along a highway may have
many dropped calls—indeed, it may
be the telco’s number-one offender—
but since users are only passing
through the area, most experience
these lost connections infrequently.
So while the overall volume of
dropped calls may be high, few
customers are losing calls so often
that they will throw in the towel with
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the telco. In a residential area,
however, the equation can be very
different. A cell may have far fewer
dropped calls, yet because users tend
to be stationary, a single subscriber
may lose a connection much more
often. The impact on customer
satisfaction—and retention—is
potentially far greater.
In our analysis, we shifted the focus
from the number of dropped calls for a
site to who was experiencing those lost
connections. Where were the base
stations where the same customers
were repeatedly suffering dropped
calls? And crucially, where were the
base stations where high-value customers were experiencing dropped calls?
This enabled us to home in on sites
where the most revenue was at risk.
With this knowledge, the telco was
able to steer its investment in voice
performance more efficiently than it
had in the past. Now it could focus on
the sites where improvements would
make the greatest difference, increasing customer satisfaction—and
lowering churn—where it counted
most.
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Speed isn’t everything. The speed race is centered on the idea that faster is better—
for everyone. It’s better for customers who want to stream video and play online
games; it’s better for telcos that can differentiate themselves through higher speed.
But in a research study in which BCG captured real-time information on the usage
and satisfaction of some 1,500 mobile subscribers, the conventional wisdom took
an unexpected turn. On smartphones at least, we found that high speed actually
has a limited impact on customer satisfaction. (See Uncovering Real Mobile Data
Usage and the Drivers of Customer Satisfaction, BCG Focus, November 2015.)

On smartphones at
least, high speed
actually has a limited
impact on customer
satisfaction.

As for video, the study revealed that once speeds reach 1.5 Mbps—far from lightning fast—further increases have little or no impact on how smartphone users perceive network performance. Indeed, 83% of users reported being satisfied with performance when speeds measure just 500 Kbps to 1.0 Mbps. For other types of
applications, like Web browsing, even slower speeds are sufficient.
What does have a significant impact on satisfaction is latency, or the “reaction time”
of the connection. This is the time it takes data to get from one fixed point to another—for example, from server to user. In general, we found that satisfaction increases
as latency decreases, though the correlation varies from app to app. For video, 72%
of users reported being satisfied when latency measures between 75 and 100 milliseconds. But when latency drops to 25 to 50 milliseconds, 83% of users are satisfied.
To a large extent, latency is affected by factors outside a telco’s control, such as the
laws of physics. But it is also affected by factors that can be controlled to some degree. Operators, for example, can reduce latency by reducing network congestion.
In light of these findings, mobile operators might want to focus less on how they
can boost pure speed and more on how they can handle many connections within
the same cell while keeping latency low. One idea might be to ensure good connections to content delivery networks—distributed arrays of servers run by companies
like Akamai Technologies, Amazon, and Netflix. CDNs bring content physically closer to users, so prioritizing their effectiveness can be a better investment than adding capacity in the access network.
Similarly, fixed operators might want to look beyond the speedometer. Today, many
operators—spurred by competitive pressures or government policies—are pursuing
ever-higher Mbps numbers. But research that BCG conducted in the Netherlands
found that once network speed reaches some 20 Mbps—already the global average—users generally aren’t concerned about further improvements. What they do
care about, however, is a seamless installation. Also important: a robust portfolio of
TV content and functionality.
Data usage varies widely across customer segments and locations. Another finding
from our research study is that different customer segments have distinct usage
patterns. Consider, for instance, the high–customer lifetime value (CLV) segment.
These customers generally have the lowest churn rates and the most disposable
income; as a result, they are the most attractive for telcos to serve. We found that
this segment actually tends to use less data overall than the low-CLV segment. It is
also more likely to offload to Wi-Fi networks.
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In our client projects, we have also seen how usage patterns vary and how that affects—or should affect—network planning. In Latin America, for example, usage by
lower-income customers is generally constrained geographically, while usage by affluent users, who typically own cars and regularly drive to beaches and other recreational areas, is spread across a much larger area. So while rolling out networks to
a fixed area may be sufficient for a telco serving lower-income users, our client—
which wanted to migrate to the higher-income segment—had to think, and deploy,
more widely.
Indeed, savvy telcos are already applying insights on usage as they steer their network investments. In a project with a major European mobile operator, we discovered that key usage moments—such as at train stations and on railways and public
transportation—are especially important to customers. (See the sidebar “Understanding the Customer Experience.”) Accordingly, the telco revised its to-do list to
prioritize performance at train stations and on major transport routes. Its investments are now better aligned with customer needs.

UNDERSTANDING THE CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE
How does a telco learn what matters
most to its customers? Surprisingly
perhaps, that’s a question most telcos
don’t have a lot of experience answering. In our efforts to home in on the
drivers of customer usage and
satisfaction, we have taken a number
of approaches, applying both wellknown and less traditional techniques.
In one BCG project, the idea was to
focus on how individual customers
use the network and perceive performance. We developed a proprietary
app and installed it on the mobile
phones of some 1,500 volunteers in
the US, representing all major
providers. This software continually
captured, in real time, the type of
activity being performed (such as
watching video or e-mailing), as well
as throughput and latency. The app
also measured satisfaction levels by
polling users almost immediately
after they closed a particular app.
Unlike traditional surveys, which tend
to happen well after the fact, this

The Boston Consulting Group

technique let us capture feedback
when the experience was still fresh in
users’ minds. It also let us correlate
satisfaction with actual network
performance. In this way, we could
see what was really affecting user
satisfaction.
In another project, the focus was on
overall usage and perception. Working
with a major European telco, we used
in-depth interviews, videotaped focus
groups, and ethnography techniques,
with subscribers making continual
notes about their network activities
and what they found important to the
experience. This led to the discovery
of key moments of truth—such as
usage during the commute to and
from work—that had a disproportionate influence on how subscribers
perceived the quality of service.
Both of these approaches gave us
insights into how consumers and
locations differed—a first step, and a
big one, toward a more focused and
efficient way to roll out networks.
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2. Be Willing to Target Key Customer Segments—and Put
Others on the Back Burner
Varying usage patterns highlight a key problem with the one-size-fits-all approach
to rollouts: it’s not just expensive, but inefficient. Telcos wind up overinvesting for
some customers while underinvesting for others. (See Exhibit 2.) There is a practical issue to consider, too. Network deployment takes time and you can’t do everything at once.
So don’t try. What makes more sense is a targeted approach to rollouts, with some
customer segments prioritized over others. A deep understanding of consumer
behavior and preferences can help operators discover which segments make for
the most promising focal points—that is, those that are likely to return the most
value from network investments. But homing in on these segments is not quite
enough.
When telcos deploy networks and upgrades, they may be focusing on certain customers but what they are actually investing in is geographies—at a minimum,
neighborhoods measuring a square kilometer. In a perfect world, a targeted segment would be concentrated within a single area, but more typically, these customers are scattered across many regions. Translating target segments into target geographies requires a lot of analysis—and a bit of art.

Exhibit 2 | When It Comes to Data Usage and Revenue Potential, Not All Customers Are Equal
Usage, indexed

~75% of customers are
data inactive

3% of customers generate
nearly 80% of data traffic
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Essentially, a telco has to weigh three factors when choosing locations for investment: which customer segments present the best opportunities for value-based deployments; how geographically dense—or scattered—these segments are; and what
the incremental costs are to serve them. Invariably, there will be tradeoffs. One segment might be especially attractive but widely dispersed. Another might require
additional infrastructure to be served properly, affecting the economics of a rollout.
Consider, for example, premium segments. They pay more but also require more in
terms of network quality. A telco targeting such customers might reasonably decide
to increase the minimum expected speed in order to provide a consistent highspeed experience. But now it has to make a hard choice. Without adding base stations, the only way to increase minimum expected speed is to reduce a cell’s capacity, which means that fewer customers can use it. Yet adding new base stations may
require substantial investments, which may mean price increases—something that
will work only if the targeted segment is willing to pay a premium for improved
performance.
The key is to fully understand, and factor in, all the tradeoffs involved in targeted
rollouts. Big data and sophisticated modeling can assist in the analysis and help telcos see that the segment that appears to be the ideal focal point may not, in fact,
be the optimal choice. We saw this in work that we did on the fixed side in Australia, where middle- and high-income families—especially those with children aged 8
to 18—were much more willing than other segments to pay more for faster broadband speeds. So it made more sense to steer investment to an area where
middle-income families predominated than to an area full of affluent retirees.

3. Protect, Invest in, and Utilize Unique Network Assets
When telcos consider what they can do to stand out in the marketplace, their focus
is typically on technology. They’ll look two to three years down the road and ask
themselves what technologies they can deploy to differentiate themselves. This, too,
is a strategy that has worked—but it worked better yesterday than it will tomorrow.
Why is that the case? For telcos, sustainable competitive advantage depends on one
factor above all others: network quality. But increasingly, achieving network quality
requires more than technology alone. Now it often means having access to unique
assets and civil infrastructure: sites and towers for additional antennas, ducts that
help telcos lay fiber more economically, and, of course, spectrum. Many of these resources are difficult or time-consuming to build, or they are simply scarce. They are
often subject to physical and regulatory limits as well. After all, only so many cell
towers can be constructed—or will be allowed—in a given area. And there is no
Moore’s law at work, with capabilities increasing as prices decrease. If anything,
these assets are growing ever more costly.
Savvy telcos will want to develop, protect, and put to use these key assets, but that
means rewriting a trusted and dog-eared playbook. For one thing, it requires taking a
longer-term view on differentiation, looking five or even ten years ahead. Telcos will
need ample lead time to build or acquire hard-to-obtain resources or infrastructure.
But this years-out view can also help trigger discussion on the regulatory framework.
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Increasingly, achieving network quality
requires more than
technology alone.

Regulators want to avoid market structures in which competition is stifled because
some players don’t have access to key assets. Some telcos have long been active in
the regulatory debate on spectrum because they know that spectrum—and its regulatory environment—is critical to success. As other unique resources, such as access
to ducts and poles, become increasingly important, telcos will need to develop a
regulatory strategy for them as well.

When the fixed and
mobile arms of a
telco each develops
its own rollouts, a lot
of inefficiencies—and
potential savings—
are left on the table.

For some telcos, an “asset advantage” can provide an effective way—perhaps the
only way—to attack well-entrenched market leaders. Working with an operator in
Latin America, we saw that one of its key competitors lacked the low-frequency
spectrum that would increasingly be necessary to serve mobile customers requiring
deep indoor coverage. Those customers represented a sizeable, profitable segment—and one in which the competitor had long enjoyed a large market share. But
our client did possess the spectrum. By exploiting that asset advantage, it could step
up its pursuit of this segment in regions where the two telcos competed. Similarly,
in Latin America and Asia, access to ducts and poles used to deploy fiber is a clear
determinant of whether a telco can make money rolling out this technology.

4. Think About Combined Fixed and Mobile Rollouts
When the fixed and mobile arms of a telco compartmentalize their network planning—each developing its own rollouts—a lot of efficiencies are left on the table.
And that leaves potential savings on the table as well. Clearly, telcos could reduce
their investment burden by reducing the amount of new infrastructure they need to
build. One of the most promising ways to do this is to get rid of organizational silos
and move to network planning and marketing on a domain basis. In this approach,
technical and commercial functions, as well as the access and core networks, are integrated across fixed and mobile units.
Mobile providers, for example, can reduce their capacity requirements by offloading more traffic to Wi-Fi and fixed networks. Offloading significant amounts of traffic will be particularly crucial toward the end of the decade, when operators’ capital expenditures will directly correspond to the capacity they need. We estimate
that telcos that develop a joint network strategy can lower the mobile-handled portion of smartphone traffic from 20%, which is typical today, to just 10% to 12%. That
eliminates a huge portion of their capex challenge.
Yet moving so much traffic off the mobile network raises a question—and a concern—about monetization. If consumers pay for mobile data but use less of it,
won’t revenues suffer as they opt for lower-volume, lower-cost plans? Not if telcos
are smart about pricing. The idea is to avoid plans in which consumers pay incrementally by the megabyte and instead embrace plans that offer something beyond
pure mobile data volume, such as premium performance or broader Wi-Fi access.
That way, even if mobile data usage declines, the customer won’t be quite so tempted to reconsider his or her plan.
Combined rollouts can provide significant benefits on the fixed side as well. Deploying fiber to the home is expensive and, as a result, the business case is often
hard to make. But in a combined rollout, that same fiber does double-duty, also
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helping to offload mobile traffic. Backhaul can be shared; indeed, mobile backhaul
can be considered a sunk cost for fixed networks. This alters the math. In multiple
projects, we’ve seen the number of homes in which there is a business case for fiber
increase by around 30%.
The message to integrated telcos is clear: stop treating your mobile and fixed networks in isolation. Ask how they can be deployed in ways that benefit each other
and provide much greater efficiencies than would otherwise be possible. Fixed and
mobile operators, meanwhile, should think about how consolidation can help them.
Judging from the spate of recent mergers and partnerships—BT acquiring EE,
Orange purchasing the Spanish fixed-line operator Jazztel, Sky partnering with
Telefónica—some providers are already getting this message.

5. Find the Right Technology—or Mix of Technologies—for
Each Region
In the typical rollout, the same technology is deployed to the full service area, often
across an entire country. Yet not all geographies are equal. A technology that is cost
efficient and straightforward to deploy in one region may be expensive and cumbersome in another—often needlessly so. That’s because there are many ways to
provide a given level of service. For mobile networks, there are the current 4G technologies as well as emerging 5G standards. There are assorted offloading options
too, including small cells and Wi-Fi. For fixed networks, VDSL and G.fast enable
high speeds over copper wires. And then there is fiber, in all its deployment permutations (fiber to the premises, fiber to the curb, fiber to the node, and so on), as well
as hybrid fiber-coaxial.
Matching the right technology with the right region isn’t always easy. Each option
has its own pros and cons. (See Exhibit 3.) Each has unique costs and revenue potential. And all these elements are highly dependent on geography. The cost of deploying fiber to the node, for example, can vary fivefold among areas within the
same city. The competitive landscape affects the equation as well. Depending on
the segment being served and the technology that the competition has deployed,
fiber to the premises can generate 5% to 30% more revenue than VDSL for a fixed
operator, because the higher-speed tiers it allows can mean better price realization.
At 5%, there may not be a strong enough business case to invest in fiber over VDSL.
At 30%, the decision becomes easier.
The right technology or mix of technologies for a region strikes the optimal balance
among customer experience, revenue potential, deployment speed, and costs. Homing
in on it requires an analysis that would have been extremely difficult—if not impossible—only a few years ago. But once again, today’s big data tools change the equation.
Sophisticated modeling techniques can integrate all the geodependent variables to
help determine which technologies to deploy where. Indeed, Google is able to target
individual buildings as it rolls out its FTTP service in the US, Google Fiber.
One BCG client, a nationwide operator, provides a good before-and-after illustration of just how important such modeling has become. Initially, this telco had
planned a rollout that would see FTTP deployed in nearly all areas. From the tradi-
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Today’s big data tools
and modeling techniques can integrate
all the geodependent
variables to help
determine which
technologies to
deploy where.

Exhibit 3 | Telcos Will Have to Choose Among a Multitude of Technologies
EACH TECHNOLOGY HAS ITS PROS AND CONS
FTTH/P

FTTN/dp

HFC

4G ON
MACROGRID

SMALL CELLS

SATELLITE

>1 Gbps

50–100 Mbps

Up to
200 Mbps

<50 Mbps

<50 Mbps

<25 Mbps

Typical data
use allowed

Unlimited

Unlimited

Unlimited

<40 GB

<40 GB

<15 GB

Geographic area
covered by one
unit

200–1,000
premises

~200 premises

~200 premises

4–10 km

<1km

>10,000 km

>$1,000

>$300

>$200

>$100

>$100

>$1,000

Slow

Medium

Fast

Fast

Medium

Medium

Rich urban

Urban

Urban

Urban to
regional

Urban

Rural

Maximum speed

Cost per
subscriber
Speed of
deployment
Typical
deployment area

Source: BCG project work in developed markets.
Note: Costs are lower in developing markets. FTTH/P = fiber to the home/premises; FTTN/dp = fiber to the node/distribution point; HFC = hybrid
fiber-coaxial.

tional perspective, this made perfect sense: FTTP is a cutting-edge technology and
deploying it on a wide scale would satisfy the faster, better, everywhere mandate.
But after the project fell behind schedule and went over budget, we were brought
in to assess the strategy. Our modeling revealed that while FTTP made sense in
some cases, a multitechnology mix—with different solutions deployed to different
areas—was the better approach. It would enable the telco to meet users’ needs
while reducing both capex requirements and the time needed to complete the rollout. The new plan—relying on a combination of FTTX, coaxial cable, fixed wireless,
and satellite technologies—is expected to shave tens of billions of dollars and several years off the project.

6. Adopt a Targeted Approach to Marketing and Sales
As telcos better understand how customer segments differ and apply those insights
to their rollouts, offerings will increasingly vary from one area to another. In such a
marketplace, the effectiveness of a one-size-fits-all marketing campaign—telcos’ traditional approach to getting out the word about their wares—is limited. The messaging may resonate with some customers but may not click with many others.
While it is impractical to customize campaigns on a neighborhood-by-neighborhood
basis, telcos can still take a more targeted approach than they have in the past. The
key is to develop marketing “archetypes”—a manageable number of distinct
“above the line” mass media campaigns (via television, radio, and print). An individual advertising market, such as a major city, is grouped into the archetype it fits
best, with “below the line” marketing (such as brochures in local shops) then adjusted by neighborhood.
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To see how this works, consider a country with 100 major advertising markets. A
telco might devise four unique above-the-line campaigns, including one shaped
around the “premium provider” theme. While a given city might, overall, fit this archetype, it might also contain neighborhoods that don’t. The telco accounts for this
by emphasizing or de-emphasizing certain marketing messages at shops in those
neighborhoods.
The best results are achieved when telcos not only target their sales and marketing
initiatives but also tightly integrate them with network strategy and the upgrade
schedule. This means aligning the marketing campaign and its timing with what is
actually happening in the service area. It requires more than the usual degree of
collaboration across public relations, sales, and operations. But especially in large
and diverse markets like the US, Russia, China, Brazil, and Germany, commercial
campaigns differentiated according to local network conditions can be quite beneficial. Meanwhile, close collaboration across departments can boost a telco’s agility,
enabling it to react quickly to competitors’ responses.

Starting Down the Path

No doubt this new, multifaceted approach to rollouts will require telcos to tread
some unfamiliar ground. Operators will have to think about network deployment in
new ways and make changes that may not be easy, at least initially. But some best
practices can help guide the way:

••

Shift the culture—and the focus—away from country-wide rollouts. Network usage doesn’t come in one size. By understanding how different customer
segments use the network, telcos can more selectively and efficiently steer their
investments. But this can’t happen until operators shift their preference—and
their mindset—away from national rollouts and toward rollouts that target
specific microregions.

••

Lobby more proactively for additional spectrum and better duct access.
Assets that are difficult to develop or are inherently scarce, like spectrum and
fiber ducts, are becoming increasingly important for telcos. Operators that
control them will be able to offer more compelling products or better service
than rivals. They may even be able to sell access to other telcos. Such competitive advantages may not materialize for years, but telcos need to take steps now
to acquire these critical assets.

••

Consider how mergers and acquisitions can foster combined fixed and
mobile rollouts. Some integrated telcos are already realizing substantial cost
advantages by deploying their fixed and mobile networks in tandem—particularly when they combine their commercial offers as well. But fixed-only and
mobile-only telcos should not file this strategy under “does not apply.” Instead,
they should consider how mergers or acquisitions can enable them to gain the
benefits of combined rollouts.

••

Treat modeling as an ongoing process, not a one-off effort. Data modeling is
an increasingly important tool for creating a rollout strategy and for marketing
and sales. But it is vital to link these efforts. Telcos need to develop an integrat-
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Especially in large
and diverse markets, commercial
campaigns differentiated according to
local network conditions can be quite
beneficial.

ed big data modeling capability and continuously update the data input. This
will enable them not only to support current initiatives but also to seize future
opportunities.

••

Adjust the organizational structure as needed. Some of the new strategies for
rollouts—like multitechnology mixes and closer coordination among departments—will require organizational change. Especially in countries where different regions have completely different physical and demographic characteristics, it
makes sense to create cross-functional teams that manage a territory almost end
to end. Telcos may be tempted to avoid this, as it is rarely a simple or seamless
effort. But the long-term benefit will far outweigh the short-term pain.

A

s telecom companies are or should be realizing, one-size-fits-all rollouts actually fit few. With the demand for data surging and no letup on the horizon, uniform, national rollouts will ultimately be too expensive for telcos and customers
alike. They’re inefficient, too, providing some customers with more performance
than they need and others with not enough. A new paradigm for rollouts—one in
which deployments are focused, prioritized, and designed to deliver as much value
as possible at as low a cost as possible—isn’t just warranted, but essential.

This new approach represents a sea change in how telcos think about network
strategy and design, requiring them to understand and act according to the differences among customer segments and locations. The principles above lay out a path
in that direction. Now it’s up to telcos to take the first steps.
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