
Extensive trials have been 
conduc ted over t he pa st 
few years, and 5G is now 

f i r m ly i n it s  deploy ment a nd  
commercial phase. 

Most operators launching 5G 
services have targeted the consumer 
sector, offering higher-capacity 
mobile broadband services that 
support downloading of large files, 
seamless online gaming and other 
entertainment services.

But the full promise of 5G will only 

be realized if public networks also 
support industrial usage. If not, the 
industry may become fragmented 
as private network providers and 
others rush in to fill the void. 

5G planning has focussed on use 
cases in the consumer sphere (rather 
than industry) for a number of 
reasons. Most 5G deployment plans 
are – at least initially – designed to 
make the most of the existing 4G 
core, as this allows faster roll-out. 
But decisions have also been shaped 

by the capabilities of handsets, 
market demand and the availability 
of appropriate radio spectrum. 

Ultra-reliable and instant 
connectivity, regardless of 
where you are

The current 5G deployments are 
just the start. Potential services 
for industrial use include data 
a g g r e g a t i o n  f o r  d i s t r i b u t e d 
networks, real-time image and video 
distribution, mobile robotics and 
real-time machine control.

These industrial applications 
often rely on low-latency, and 
capacity-intensive connectivity 
being available in localised areas, 
such as manufacturing complexes 
or transport hubs. 

Th is  need for  coverage over 
wide areas, but with variations 
i n  c ove r a g e  a n d  av a i l a b i l i t y 
depending on the location of the 
user puts very different pressures on  
telecoms infrastructure. 

It  re q u i re s  ne t work s  to  b e 

rolled out in a way that is very 
different to previous deployments. 
Mobile networks will need to offer 
far greater consistency of user 
experience within their coverage 
a re a s,  a nd t hey w i l l  ne e d to 
augment 5G infrastructure with 
edge computing-enabled capabilities 
too. By processing data as close to 
the source as possible, operators 
can significantly reduce latency and 
improve quality of service. 

Our economy relies on 
connectivity

It is widely acknowledged that 
mobile connectivity supports and 
enhances economic development, 
but widespread progress requires 
n e a r - u b i q u i t o u s  h i g h - s p e e d 
connectivit y. If  5G is init ia l ly 
d e p l o y e d  o n l y  i n  t h e  m o s t 
favourable areas (as with previous 
mobile generations), there will be 
significant gaps in coverage, in 
which mobile devices must ‘fall 
back’ onto 4G (or 3G). 

For uses that require low latency 
and real-time communication, this 
fall-back option is a sever constraint. 
To minimise these gaps, operators 
will be adding edge capability, along 
with wide-area coverage. The mobile 
industry will need a strong strategy 
for managed edge platforms around 
specific industrial uses. 5G networks 
w i l l  t hen be able to integ rate 
disparate use cases with underlying 
common services and to support a 
variety of complementary service 
providers. 

Without a clear and effective 
strategy, 5G networks may not be 
able to create the local connectivity 
market that industrial users need. 
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The rapid rollout of 5G is currently underway, set to bring 
much faster and more reliable mobile data connections 
across the UK – and small businesses  
are getting involved.

5G is set to contribute $13.2tr to global growth in  
the coming years, but businesses need to establish  
‘partnership-first’ models to succeed in the 5G era.

Consumers have been the first to experience the  
new cellular network technology. But, for 5G to  
fulfil its potential, network deployment must  

evolve to support industrial usage. 

En c o u r a g i n g l y ,  s m a l l 
businesses are keen to be part 
of this new generation mobile 

network, eager to take advantage 
of new levels of connectivity. And, 
because using 5G will require a new 
compatible phone and sim card, they 
appear to be keen on investing in 
new technology to upgrade.

In fact, around a third (34%) of 
small firms have told us that they 
are wil l ing to purchase a new 
mobile device to ensure they can 
use 5G when it becomes available in  
their area. 

Over the last year, the major 
mobile network operators have been 
announcing when and where they 
are beginning their rollout, starting 
in major cities and towns.

Small businesses in these areas 
will benefit, whether they upgrade 
to 5G straight away or choose to  
wait longer. 

Those who make the leap early 
will benefit from vastly improved 
data speeds. Those who choose to 
wait longer to upgrade will benefit 
from the alleviation in bandwidth 
constraints on the 4G network as 
others leave it behind in favour  
of 5G. 

New masts to be installed for 
better coverage

Large-scale investment in more 
localised masts will be needed to 
improve coverage, so the benefits 
w i l l  ta ke some t i me to come  
to fruition. 

As encouraging as these statistics 
are, the current state of mobile 
connectivity across the UK leaves a 
lot to be desired, with so many small 
business owners still struggling to 
get decent signal. 

Our new research fou nd t hat 
almost half of small businesses in 
the UK experience unreliable voice 
connectivity on their mobiles – a 
figure that rises for those living 
and working in rural areas of  
the country. 

Poor signal is damaging 
small businesses’ success – 
especially in rural areas

Our members often tell us stories 
of interrupted calls with clients as 
the phone cuts out, or having to go 
outside their premises just to get 
signal on their mobile. 

As you might expect, the impact 
of this on small firms is damaging, 
with more than one in three small 
firms prevented from contacting 
or being contacted by existing 
customers – or even potential  
new clients. 

Worryingly, a similar number 
told us these connection problems 
have been a barrier to growing their 
business, while over a quarter of 
small firms said it has led to a loss of 
business or sales. 

The way we do business has 
changed, with many small firms 
now embracing digital technology 
to ramp up their productivity. The 
growing use of e-commerce and 
the fact that an ever-increasing 
number of government services 
for businesses are being delivered 
online, demonstrates just how key 
improving our digital infrastructure 
really is for small firms.

There are plans to auction the 
necessary spectrum band of both 
4G and 5G next year. Ensuring that 
these happen without delay, mobile 
network operators will be able to buy 
new spectrum to rollout 4G and 5G to 

more areas, which would go some 
way to bridging the widening 
c o m mu n i c at i o n  g ap  i n  
the countryside.

I m p r o v i n g  d i g i t a l 
connectivity is an urgent 

priority to ensure our 5.8 
million-strong small business 
community remains the 
engine of the UK economy. 

5G, the f i f th generation of 
mobile communications that 
enables global connectivity, is 

predicted to contribute $13.2 trillion1 
to the global economy by 2035.

To date, there are 50 commercial 
5G network deployments in 27 
c ou nt r ie s .  A n  add it ion a l  3 2 8 
operators across 109 countries2  have 
said they are investing in 5G. 

How is 5G different?

5G is more than just an upgrade 
for faster data networks. 5G is a 
major change in how the world is 
connected. From the outset, 5G was 
designed for massive, intelligent 
connectivity of everything at scale. 

The most impactful feature of 5G 
is its low latency. Latency refers to 
the delay between an instruction 
being given and executed. 4G has a 
latency of about 50ms; 5G will reduce 
this to less than 5ms in three years 
and less than 1ms in four years. For 
comparison, the human brain takes 
about 10ms to process an image. 

Low latency enables real-time 
remote control at scale and across 
distances. Even highly delicate 
operations such as operating drones 
around sensitive coral or remote 
surgery become possible. 

Real-time insights will mean 
industry can react far quicker 
to change

The internet businesses that we 
have seen emerge over recent years, 
including e-commerce and social 
media, were enabled by the features 
of 3G and 4G. These businesses 
unleashed a wave of innovation 
a c r o s s  c o n s u m e r  i n d u s t r i e s 

including media and retail.
For 5G, the impact on our day-to-day 
lives will be no less dramatic. But, the 
disruptive effects across industries 
will be felt much more broadly, with 
one-third of possible use cases in the  
manufacturing sector.

For example, 5G is expected 
to suppor t autonomous f leets, 
remote-vehicle control, driver-
healt h monitor ing and smar t- 
traffic control. 

The use of  ‘d ig ita l  t w ins,’  – 
building a digital mirror of a physical 
object that can be used to predict 
performance, as well as augmented 
reality, drones and widespread 
real-time distributed monitoring 
systems – will transform industrial 
processes and the management of 
cities. Consumer-facing sectors will 
also benefit, with opportunities in 
real-time gaming and virtual reality. 

The  re a l-t i me  a nd  de t a i le d 
intelligence that will be enabled by 
ever-present sensors is expected 
to have significant environmental 
and social benefits. Such sensors 
will enable the circular economy 
and lead to improved traceability of 
materials. It will even advance our 
understanding of complex natural 
weather and related ecosystems.

Don’t expect immediate 
change to your apps

The roll-out of 5G is expected to 
occur in two waves. In the first 
w ave,  we  w i l l  s e e  c on s u mer 
deployments of 5G, together with 5G 
phones. In November 2019, China’s 
big three carriers launched their 5G 
offerings to the public. 

In the immediate term, however, 
consumers may not see much 

difference, as most current apps 
are not designed to take advantage 
of 5G capabilities. The first-wave 
of deployments across industry 
are also based on relatively local, 
operational efficiency gains. 

However, most expect that it will 
take another two to three years for 
the second wave of 5G applications, 
which will be truly transformational 
across value chains.  
 
Update businesses and tech 
to incorporate 5G 

There are several challenges in this 
transformation to 5G, including 
technical and regulatory questions 
that businesses and government 
must address.  But the biggest 
challenge is to develop the business 
and operating models to succeed in 
a world of ever-present intelligence. 

The central issue is collaboration. 
About 70% of new value created 
through digitalisation over the next 
decade will be based on platform-
enabled, ecosystem-based business 
models. This means that businesses, 
which are used to operating alone 
in a fairly homogenous industry 
ma rket,  now ne e d to  adopt  a 
par tnership-f irst model,  often 
collaborating with companies from 
other industries, as well as a broader 
and richer set of SMEs, civil agencies 
and government. 

The companies that succeed will 
be those that can develop diverse 
networks and ecosystems and can 
shift their cultures to one of agile 
innovation. With 5G, they can enable 
the delivery of industrial ecosystems 
that are safer, cleaner, greener and 
deliver sustainable value for all. 
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“5G is more than just an upgrade for faster 
data networks. 5G is a major change in  

how the world is connected.”

 
Derek O’Halloran,  

Head of Digital Economy and Society,  
World Economic Forum
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