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KEY QUESTIONS ANSWERED IN  THIS REPORT WHO SHOULD READ THIS REPORT

This report sets out a framework for describing the three main  

roles that an operator can choose to play in the future. We map 

five critical success factors (CSFs) to each role in order to help 

operators to evaluate their own position. Operators can 

benchmark themselves against the framework to determine how 

near they are to their target roles and can learn from peers that 

are already applying the CSFs to create new identities for 

themselves.

It is based on several sources: 

▪ Analysys Mason’s internal research 

▪ interviews and briefings with operators regarding digital 

transformation strategies.
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About this report

▪ Which identity should operators adopt in the emerging digital economy?

▪ What are the critical factors that will help operators to succeed in 

adopting a specific identity? 

▪ How can operators change identities over time?

▪ What are other operators doing?

▪ Operator strategy departments

▪ Vendor strategy divisions

▪ Investors in the telecoms sector 

GEOGRAPHICAL COVERAGE

▪ Worldwide

CASE STUDIES

▪ AT&T

▪ BT

▪ Colt 

▪ Rakuten

▪ Sky Italia

▪ Telstra

▪ Three UK

▪ Verizon
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Operators are facing an identity crisis in an age where key 

services and network infrastructure components can be 

offered by many different competitors. They must assess their 

capabilities and select a future role for themselves that will 

give them the best chances of success.

Operators often claim that they must become digital service 

providers (DSPs) in order to boost their standing with investors 

and customers, but they are not always clear about what this 

entails, and it is a challenging identity for many to adopt. All 

operators need to become more digital, but this does not mean 

that they need to become DSPs. 

This report sets out a framework for the three main roles that 

operators can choose to play in the future and outlines the critical 

success factors that affect their performance in each role. 

Figure 1: Three possible future operator identities and the 

associated critical success factors
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Executive summary

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Operators should understand the implications of saying 

that they want to become DSPs and assess whether this is 

the right identity for them to adopt.

2. Operators should assess their current capabilities in each 

of the five areas that are critical for success in their chosen 

role.

3. Operators should study their peers to gain a perspective on 

their own identity strategies.

Source: Analysys Mason
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Operators are facing an identity crisis as their traditional 

connectivity businesses come under renewed attack, and new 

service opportunities prove difficult to monetise effectively.

Operators have become increasingly concerned about the 

potential waning of their traditional connectivity businesses 

during the past decade, as the power and valuation of internet-

based service providers have grown. The operator services 

market is worth USD1.6 trillion worldwide, but operators are 

facing growing competition from new entrants, including emerging 

‘under-the-floor’ fibre providers, software-defined networking 

(SDN)-based enterprise connectivity disruptors and highly 

virtualised cellular players in the consumer and IoT markets.

Webscale owners of services such as WhatsApp, Skype and 

Facetime have gained a significant share in the traditional 

communications services market at the expense of operators. 

Operators’ attempts to move into new areas, such as content, 

enterprise or IoT, have so far not resulted in webscaler-style 

valuations. Indeed, operator revenue remains stubbornly flat in 

most markets (see slide 28 in the appendix). Meanwhile, 

webscale players continue to prove themselves as masters of the 

software technologies that are key to 5G, thereby hinting at the 

possibility that they may be able to penetrate one of the last 

bastions of operator value: the mobile network. Operators are 

questioning the future direction of their businesses and what it 

will mean to own and operate a network over the next decade. 

Figure 2: Operator telecoms and pay-TV revenue, by service, 

and total service revenue, worldwide, 2013–20201
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Challenge: operators are struggling to envisage a future identity in a market that 

threatens their network ownership and rewards webscale service strategies

1 Mobile handset retail revenue is the sum of voice revenue, handset messaging and handset-only data revenue. Excludes mobile 

broadband and M2M/IoT revenue. Service revenue is the sum of retail revenue plus wholesale revenue. 
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Operators need a formal way of evaluating the three main 

identities that they can have in the future telecoms market, 

based on the experiences of the leading operators in each role.

The three identities that we discuss in this report are not 

exhaustive, since there are several possible variants, nor are they 

mutually exclusive. However, they do represent the three main 

strategies that operators have publicly stated.

▪ Digital service provider. This is effectively a webscaler. It is 

the most ambitious and difficult identity to achieve.

▪ Network-as-a-platform service provider. This involves 

delivering network and adjacent services (such as security) 

on-demand to support digital service owners. The most 

advanced operators have this role firmly in their sights.

▪ Traditional connectivity services provider. This is still a 

valuable business in an increasingly interconnected world. 

Differentiated network facilities are a must. 

We have devised a decision framework that maps five critical 

success factors (CSFs) and associated sub-factors to each role 

(illustrating their relative importance in each case) in order to help 

operators to evaluate their suitability for a specific role. Operators 

can benchmark themselves against the framework to determine 

how near they are to their target role and can learn from leading 

peers that are already applying the CSFs to create new identities 

for themselves.

Figure 3: Illustration showing how the three operator identities 

build on one another
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Solution: operators should use a decision framework that weights the success 

factors for three potential roles in the digital economy to find the best opportunity

Digital service providers 

(DSPs)

Add other non-network related 

service types on top of a low-

cost common digital platform 

that extends the digital network 

platform 

Network-as-a-platform service providers 

(NaaPPs)

Add an API-driven digital network platform and 

network-related services that are exposed to 

customers/partners for consumption flexibility on 

top of owned/leased physical infrastructure

Traditional connectivity service providers (CSPs)

Foundational identity, focused on the ownership of differentiated, 

physical network infrastructure and traditional communication services 

delivery

Source: Analysys Mason
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Recommendations
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1
Operators should understand the implications of saying that they want to become DSPs and assess whether 

this is the right identity for them to adopt.

Operators have long-established connectivity businesses that cannot easily be transformed to support the role of 

digital service provider (DSP). Operators need to evaluate whether becoming a DSP (as so many claim they wish to 

do) is in their best interests in the long term, or whether the alternatives (that is, being either a traditional 

connectivity provider or a network-as-a-platform service provider) would be better targets. 

2
Operators should assess their current capabilities in each of the five areas that are critical for success in their 

chosen role.

The five critical success factors (CSFs) that determine operators’ business performance have sub-factors that 

apply to a greater or lesser extent depending on which of the three identities an operator wishes to assume. 

Operators can use these CSFs and their sub-factors as a framework for developing the KPIs that they should 

benchmark themselves against to assess their suitability and readiness for a particular role. 

3
Operators should study their peers to gain a perspective on their own identity strategies.

Operators that are choosing to refocus on traditional connectivity services after years of diversification and those 

that are reining back their DSP ambitions after having failed to complete acquisitions in ‘digital’ areas such as 

media are encouraging peers to re-evaluate their own future identity. Operators with digital ambitions beyond 

providing ‘pipe’ services need to boost their digital network capabilities, streamline their operations and 

benchmark their digital customer engagement.
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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 that 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.

Analysys Mason’s consulting services and research portfolio
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Analysys Mason’s consulting and research are uniquely positioned
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