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KEY QUESTIONS ANSWERED IN  THIS REPORT WHO SHOULD READ THIS REPORT

This report provides detailed forecasts of mobile capex for mobile 

network operators (MNOs) between 2018 and 2026. It analyses 

the key technology and commercial trends that are driving the 

changes in capex patterns, and breaks down the forecasts by 

category and region.

The report is based on several sources, including:

▪ Analysys Mason’s research from the past year

▪ interviews with MNOs and vendors worldwide.
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About this report

▪ How quickly will 5G mobile capex grow in different regions and 

countries?

▪ Which elements of mobile capex will decline by 2026, and will there be 

new areas that are attracting increased investments?

▪ What will the RAN revenue mix for vendors be as MNOs plan and deploy 

new networks, particularly virtual RAN?

▪ Which markets offer the most-promising opportunities for vendors in 

terms of mobile technology coverage expansion?

▪ To what extent can mobile capex grow in emerging markets?

▪ Vendor strategy teams that need to understand where growth is slowing 

and where it is increasing across different categories and regions.

▪ MNOs’ CFOs, strategy executives and CxOs.

▪ MNOs that want to understand how their capex strategies align with the 

wider industry.

▪ The investment community.

GEOGRAPHICAL COVERAGE SUB-SEGMENT COVERAGE

▪ Western Europe (WE)

▪ Central and Eastern Europe 

(CEE)

▪ Middle East and North Africa 

(MENA)

▪ Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA)

▪ Emerging Asia–Pacific (EMAP)

▪ Developed Asia–Pacific (DVAP)

▪ North America (NA)

▪ Latin America (LATAM)

▪ Mobile access networks

▪ Transport and backhaul

▪ Core networks

▪ IT and digital infrastructure

▪ Capitalised labour

▪ Other capex (for example, 

content)
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We have introduced a new capitalised labour category to our 

forecast this year, and this accounts for some of the difference 

between this year’s and last year’s forecast until 2023 (Figure 1). 

We have also split the core category into core and switching, and 

have separated the physical and virtual components of capex for 

RAN, core and switching.

Mobile capex in most regions (except for China) will decline in 

2020 and our forecast for the total mobile capex worldwide in 

2020 is 2.2% greater than that in our previous forecast. This 

growth is less than that for other years due to COVID-19-related 

constraints such as supply chain disruptions and delays to 5G 

spectrum auctions. We also now forecast that radio access 

network (RAN) spending growth will slow down more quickly than 

previously expected between 2022 and 2025.

COVID-19 has disrupted 5G equipment manufacturing, 

particularly for RAN elements, such as radio units and massive 

multi-input, multi-output (MIMO) antennas. 

Most of the auction delays have been in Europe, though there 

have been some in developed Asia–Pacific (DVAP). These have 

affected mid-band spectrum (mainly 3.5GHz) and the sub-1GHz 

bands (mainly 700MHz). MNOs in the affected countries will have 

to choose between postponing their 5G launches and making 

their first deployments using 4G bands.

Figure 1: Current and previous mobile capex forecast, 

worldwide, 2018–2026
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Mobile capex will grow faster than previously forecast until 2023 as MNOs increase 

their spending on labour for 5G; RAN spending growth will slow down from 2022 
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The telecoms industry is changing significantly as software 

becomes an increasingly important part of mobile networks. The 

process of moving network functions that were once delivered 

using physical appliances to virtual networks is well underway in 

the core of the network, but we are still in the early days of these 

migrations in the RAN.

Physical components of the RAN, such as macro RAN 

infrastructure (especially the radio components), will migrate to 

virtualised networks at a significantly slower pace than those of 

core networks. Some RAN components (such as antennas) will 

probably always remain physical due to their analogue nature. 

Some vendors are starting virtual RAN deployments, but these 

are mainly in low-traffic-density areas.

We forecast that physical network capex will fall by 6.0% year-on-

year in 2020, partly due to COVID-19-related delays in investment 

decisions. Capex in this category will decline steadily as 

virtualised network capex grows. We forecast that virtualised 

network capex will increase at a CAGR of 23.0% in the 8 years to 

2026 to reach USD84.1 billion. It will overtake physical network 

capex by 2024.

The spend on infrastructure and labour will decline by 1.1% in 

2020 due to a decrease in installation activities because of 

COVID-19. These activities will resume in 2021, leading to a peak 

in capex, but this spending will then decline steadily until 2026.

Figure 2: Mobile capex by category, worldwide, 2018–20261
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The spending on physical networks peaked in 2019 and will decline steadily; 

virtualisation technologies will mature and dominate MNOs’ investments by 2024

1 See Figure 43 for the definition of each network segment.
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Roberto Kompany (Senior Analyst) is a member of Analysys Mason’s Telecoms Software and Networks research team and is the lead analyst 

for the Next-Generation Wireless Networks research programme focusing on strategy and market research. He is also a Cambridge Wireless 
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Consulting

We deliver tangible benefits to clients across the telecoms 

industry: 

▪ communications and digital service providers, vendors, 

financial and strategic investors, private equity and 

infrastructure funds, governments, regulators, broadcasters 

and service and content providers

Our sector specialists understand the distinct local challenges 

facing clients, in addition to the wider effects of global forces.

We are future-focused and help clients understand the challenges 

and opportunities new technology brings.

Research

Our dedicated team of analysts track and forecast the different 

services accessed by consumers and enterprises.

We offer detailed insight into the software, infrastructure and 

technology delivering those services.

Clients benefit from regular and timely intelligence, and direct 

access to analysts.
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Analysys Mason’s consulting and research are uniquely positioned

Analysys Mason’s consulting services and research portfolio
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Research from Analysys Mason
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Consulting from Analysys Mason
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