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KEY QUESTIONS ANSWERED IN  THIS REPORT WHO SHOULD READ THIS REPORT

This report provides forecasts for opex in the telecoms industry 

between 2017 and 2026. It provides a breakdown and analysis of 

trends by region, spending category and operator profile. It 

identifies the changes in operator behaviour, such as increased 

automation and asset sharing, that will have the greatest impact 

on spending levels in practice.

The report is based on several sources, including:

▪ a detailed model based on many public and private sources

▪ analysis and tracking of 80 Tier-1 operators

▪ a survey of 68 operators worldwide.
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About this report

▪ Are the capex/opex and revenue/opex ratios changing, and if so, why?

▪ How will automation and virtualisation affect staff levels, productivity 

and overall costs?

▪ Will a wider range of organisations be involved in running and funding 

telecoms networks in the 2020s through network and cloud sharing and 

hosting?

▪ How are staffing/productivity/automation levels affecting cost and profit 

margins?

▪ How will new-entrant operators influence the patterns of opex in the 

2020s?

▪ Strategy, planning and finance executives within operators who wish to 

compare their own investment strategies with the overall market’s.

▪ Strategy and product management teams within equipment vendors 

who wish to understand the key areas of spending growth with suppliers, 

and target their activities accordingly.

▪ Senior executives within operator services organisations, such as 

systems integrators and software developers, who wish to understand 

where the best commercial opportunities lie.

▪ Strategy, planning and finance executives within other companies that 

are investing in networks, such as towercos and webscalers.

GEOGRAPHICAL COVERAGE CATEGORY COVERAGE

▪ Western Europe

▪ Central and Eastern Europe

▪ Middle East and North Africa

▪ Sub-Saharan Africa 

▪ China

▪ Rest of emerging Asia–Pacific 

▪ Developed Asia–Pacific 

▪ North America

▪ Latin America 

▪ Passive infrastructure for 

wireline and wireless networks

▪ Wireline and wireless networks

▪ Digital and IT infrastructure

▪ Mobile and converged core

▪ Digital and traditional switching 

and routing 

▪ Software including SaaS

▪ Staffing costs

▪ Customer operations 
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Total opex worldwide will remain high until at least 2025, but it will grow more slowly 

than revenue, and will increasingly support new revenue growth enablers

Operators have set ambitious cost reduction targets in recent 

years, and some, such as AT&T, Deutsche Telekom and Telenor, 

have made significant progress in increasing their opex efficiency. 

However, our worldwide forecast shows that telecoms opex will 

fall at a CAGR of just 0.21% between 2019 and 2026.1

This would appear to represent a failure of the strategies 

discussed by many operators, but two factors make the picture 

look brighter for operator economics in the 2020s: one relates to 

revenue trends, and the other to the changing focus of opex. 

Operators are moving away from spending on underlying 

infrastructure and staff, and towards areas that support new 

revenue streams, such as digital services, enterprise devices and, 

in some countries, content and media. 

Telecoms revenue has grown gradually, but fairly consistently, 

since the global financial crash of 2008–2009. This growth is 

becoming harder to sustain, especially in competitive markets, 

and is expected to slow in the 2020s, from a CAGR of over 2% in 

2009–2019 to 0.33% in the period to 2026. However, operators 

continue to protect revenue growth, even at the expense of 

margins, hence why some areas of increased opex relate to 

strategies to drive new revenue. Opex savings achieved in one 

area, such as the network itself, are often re-invested in growth 

enablers rather than supporting higher EBIT margins. This is not 

to dismiss the goal of opex efficiency; opex will grow more slowly  

than revenue until 2022, and will then fall.

Figure 1: Telecoms revenue and opex, worldwide, 2009–2019

Figure 2: Telecoms revenue and opex, worldwide, 2019–2026
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1 Our forecasts for 2020–2021 have taken the projected impact of COVID-19 into account, and this report follows our ‘moderate’ 

scenario. See Analysys Mason's COVID-19 resources for more details about our assessment of the impact of the pandemic.

CAGR

1.77%

2.06%

0.28%

CAGR

–0.21%

0.33%

–0.94%

https://www.analysysmason.com/covid-19-resources/
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Greater automation of networks, IT, customer and general 

processes and increased sharing of active networks and passive 

infrastructure (especially for wireless) are the most important 

operational changes for operators to reverse opex growth and 

start to drive absolute savings. These factors are analysed in 

more detail in a companion report on telecoms opex strategies.¹ 

To understand the effects of these changes, we compared the 

levels of sharing and automation that we expect in 2026 (based 

on a survey of 84 operators and other inputs) with those in 2018.

If no changes were made between 2018 and 2026, we calculate 

that the total network opex worldwide would be almost 50% 

higher in 2026 than it is currently forecast to be. Opex will not, as 

we have already outlined, fall greatly before 2026, but the recent 

trend towards opex growth will have been reversed, and 

significant costs will have been avoided. These saved costs would 

amount to about USD500 billion cumulatively between 2019 and 

2026, equating to a reduction in opex intensity of over 3 

percentage points (averaged across the period), and about 20% 

lower network opex by 2026. 

The biggest impact will be seen in the RAN, where automation 

and sharing will reduce the average opex per site (excluding small 

cells) from about USD19 000 a year in 2018 to about USD11 500 

by 2026. Without increased automation and sharing, we estimate 

that the per-site cost would fall by only about USD1500 in the 

same period because of more-commoditised equipment.

Figure 13: Opex savings in 2026 as a result of increased 

network sharing and automation over 2018 levels 
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Automation and asset sharing will play a big role in limiting opex growth, and 

eventually in reducing absolute opex and unlocking value and new investment

AUTOMATION

>USD130 billion

PASSIVE INFRA 

SHARING

>USD95 billion

ACTIVE NETWORK 

SHARING

>USD270 billion

Source: Analysys Mason
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Caroline Gabriel (Principal Analyst) leads Analysys Mason’s Operator Investment Strategies programme, as well as leading many 5G-related 

research activities across multiple programmes. She is responsible for building and running Analysys Mason's unique research base of mobile 

and converged operators worldwide. She works directly with Analysys Mason's research clients to advise them on wireless network trends and 
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and wireless since 2002. Her focus is on critical issues and trends related to mobile and wireless infrastructure, particularly operator 

deployment intentions for 4G, 5G, cloud-RAN and other technologies. She has led research and consulting projects with a wide range of clients, 

including mobile infrastructure vendors, large and start-up operators, regulators, trade bodies, government agencies and financial institutions.
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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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