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Executive Summary
Disruption across the telecoms value chain is
compelling telecoms operators to rethink their
customer value propositions. Digital technologies
have brought a number of new factors into play:
the increasing ubiquity of smart devices has
stimulated customer demand for new services
and more personalised experiences, new players
increase competition, and there’s downward
pressure on pricing and increased regulation of the
sector. To remain competitive and relevant, telcos
must look for new ways to distinguish themselves,
acquire and retain customers, and drive top-line
growth.
Investing in digital technologies will be critical to
create a new foundation for growth, power the
digital revolution across multiple industry sectors
and increase access to connectivity to drive socioeconomic advances in the country.
Recent Accenture research, leveraging the valueat-stake framework1 developed with the World
Economic forum (WEF), estimates that the adoption
of digital technologies can unlock R182 billion in
value for the South African telecommunications
industry, consumers and society by 2026. The
research pinpoints four digital themes where
investment in digital technologies will be especially
valuable. These are networks of the future, new
digital services (beyond the pipe), redefining
customer engagement, and bridging the gap on
innovation.
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For telcos, the journey to the ‘new’ will be a
balancing act: they need to protect their core
offerings while rotating to the new—identifying,
developing and releasing new digital offerings
— to drive revenue growth. They face numerous
challenges: the high costs of infrastructure and
telecoms services, and low levels of digital literacy
will impact market growth as well as the growth of
the economy. These are challenges the telecoms
industry cannot address alone.
To unlock the R182 billion in value, all stakeholders
including businesses, policy makers and industry
bodies, will need to collaborate to put the
necessary foundational elements in place to enable
and drive the adoption of digital technologies.
Our research, detailed in this paper, provides a
map and a compass, indicating where the greatest
pockets of value are, how they can be unlocked
and the role each stakeholder can play. We hope
this paper will stimulate discussion and provide a
framework to help South Africa unlock value faster.

DIGITAL
TECHNOLOGIES
CAN CREATE
SIGNIFICANT
VALUE FOR SOUTH
AFRICA BETWEEN
NOW AND 2026
Telecommunications will provide the building
blocks for the digital revolution. In key sectors,
such as healthcare, education, entertainment,
logistics, e-commerce and e-government,
telecoms services and infrastructure provide
a platform for the implementation of key
transformative digital technologies. Telecoms
services also have significant potential to drive
socio-economic development in the country,
helping to meet key United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (UN SDGs). But to deliver,
the telecoms sector in South Africa needs to look
first to strengthening its own capabilities and
increasing its competitiveness.

While the South African economy has slowed
down in recent years—with expected growth
of 1.2 percent2 for the 2015-2020 period—
the telecoms sector’s contribution to the
country’s gross domestic product (GDP), has
increased marginally. The overall South African
telecommunications market is expected to grow
at 3.3 percent2 per annum between 2015 and
2020, with growth primarily driven by fixed and
mobile services (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: South African Telecoms Market Segment Development3
While this growth is welcome, the critical role
of the telecoms industry in driving economic
growth and improving the wellbeing of South
Africans means more needs to be done to
strengthen the sector and increase the reach
of services. For telecoms operators, improving
their competitiveness will be vital, and digital
technologies will play a key role.

KEY CHALLENGES THAT NEED
TO BE ADRESSED

The situation will be compounded by a widening
gap in digital literacy between the more urban
population with access to the Internet, and the
rural population with lower access (see Figure 2).
Percentage of Households with Internet Access
South Africa Total
Gauteng

The high cost of owning mobile devices and
of Internet connectivity impacts affordability
in developing markets: Internet penetration in
South Africa is at 54 percent4 and connectivity
costs are among the highest costs as a
proportion of income in emerging markets,
particularly for those at the bottom of the
pyramid. This narrows the potential market for
digital services and slows adoption.
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As the traditional voice market continues to
decline in relevance, it is contributing less to
overall telecoms revenues. At the same time,
traditional telco offerings are losing ground to
new digital technologies and services as these
are adopted more broadly. This is compelling
operators to switch to providing new services. To
do so, they will need to make significant CAPEX
investment in new infrastructure and evolve their
business models to compete with new borndigital market entrants. But they also need to
confront market realities.
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Figure 2: South African telecoms challenges:
Digital Divide5
To address issues of reach and cost, and to gear
networks to deliver new services that require
improved network speed and coverage, we
can expect continued CAPEX investments in
infrastructure from traditional private telecoms
operators, new entrants and the public sector.
The bigger question, however, is how and
where stakeholders in the telecoms sector can
most effectively apply investments in digital
technologies to drive value for business, industry
and society — i.e., investment that will stimulate
economic growth, open up more opportunities
for, and improve the lives of South Africans.

TELECOMMUNICATIONS
SERVICES CAN BE A
DRIVING FORCE FOR
ACHIEVING THE UNITED
NATIONS SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT GOALS IN
SOUTH AFRICA. THESE
INCLUDE COMBATTING
POVERTY, IMPROVING
EDUCATION, INCREASING
INDUSTRY INNOVATION
AND INFRASTRUCTURE,
AND ADDRESSING
CLIMATE CHANGE.
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According to the Global Connectivity Index, South Africa is among
the countries with the most potential to use Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) to boost growth and achieve the
UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Figure 3: United Nations Development Goals6

Examples of how telecoms operators can
impact the UN SDGs:
•

•
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Telecoms operators can help South
Africa achieve the first SDG—no
poverty—by stimulating economic
participation and activity through voice
and data services, providing affordable
connectivity, and acting as a provider of
financial services.
The fourth SDG—quality education—
can help South Africa close the
widening digital divide by making
education more accessible and
affordable, and improving the quality
of education. This can be achieved
by providing connectivity to schools,
improving access to digital resources,
and providing educational platforms
and services.

•

SDG 9—industry, innovation and
infrastructure—can be facilitated
by extending and upgrading
telecommunications infrastructure
to connect more people, especially
remote communities, and stimulating
economic participation.
The most recent report published by the
Global e-Sustainability Initiative (GeSI),
to which Accenture has contributed,
further details the potential for digital
technologies, powered by human
innovation, to solve some of the greatest
challenges facing society today.7

DIGITAL
TECHNOLOGIES
AND
APPROACHES
Accenture recommends a dual strategy for telecoms organisations to become
a leading player in the ‘new’ and respond quickly to the challenges facing the
industry. This requires protecting the core—traditional revenue streams such as
voice and traditional data services—while simultaneously determining the pace at
which they need to rotate into offering new services to offset revenue losses.
By adopting such a dual strategy, the telecommunications sector can continue to
drive an increasing contribution to the South African economy, as well as protect
and grow its own market share.
Accenture has identified four digital themes that will address the key challenges
within the telecommunications sector, laying the groundwork to deliver modern
and relevant services and solutions, and compete on a new digital stage.
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NETWORKS OF
THE FUTURE

BRIDGING
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INNOVATION

Figure 4: Overview of digital themes
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1

REDEFINING CUSTOMER
ENGAGEMENT
In the digital era, customer expectations are changing faster than ever
before. Customers are always connected and continually evaluating their
options. They have liquid expectations—they expect the same level of high
quality, seamless, personalised and on-demand experiences across all the
industries in which they interact. Get it wrong and consumers, especially
younger consumers, are quick to switch. Our research shows that 24 percent
of consumers aged 18 to 24 are more likely to switch service providers when
their expectations are not met, compared to 7 percent of those aged 50 		
to 64.3
Delighting the digital customer is imperative for telecoms operators.
Telecoms operators are in the enviable position of having substantial data
relating to their customer base and they need to leverage this advantage
to redefine the customer engagement. New digital tools and capabilities
applied to this data can help telecoms providers obtain deeper insights into
customer behaviour, needs and preferences. This will provide customers with
a more personalised service experience along the entire value chain. If they
can get this right, telecoms operators, as the current custodians of customer
relationships, stand to benefit from greater customer lifetime value, reduced
churn and lower acquisition and service costs. The value at stake could be as
great as R13.8 billion (see Figure 6).

CASE IN POINT
IPSoft’s Amelia is an AI powered virtual agent that uses natural language
processing to personalise customer interactions. Amelia is faster than a
traditional customer service agent and recognises user sentiment and
emotion, enabling real-time responses. This AI bot can help telecoms
operators deliver personalised experiences and services at a fraction of the
cost of a traditional service centre.8 The benefits: five times faster service
delivery, an 88 percent query resolution success rate, and optimisation of
operations of up to 60 percent.
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2

BEYOND
THE PIPE
The way in which people communicate, collaborate, shop, travel, learn, work
and are entertained continues to evolve. The increasing digital transformation
presents the telecoms industry with important opportunities to extend
revenue streams beyond the connectivity that their current infrastructure
offers. Accenture has identified three key initiatives associated with the
'beyond the pipe' theme: digital services, IoT and re-imagine communications
through VR/AR. These initiatives could unlock a total R76 billion in value by
2026 (see Figure 6).
A significant portion of this total represents the incremental revenues and
profits that operators stand to earn by continuing to invest in new services.
These gains will help offset the continued downward pressure on voice and
data revenues.
The new opportunities telecoms operators are pursuing in the digital services
and IoT space are the provisioning of new video, advertising, insurance and
payment offerings as part of their services stack. In addition, IoT services
such as wearables, the connected home and connected car will continue
to gain market traction. For their enterprise customers, telecoms players
have the opportunity to leverage digital services and IoT to offer solutions
around security, unified communications, cloud services, asset and fleet
management and smart metering.

CASE IN POINT
Telenor, one of the leading Nordic telecom players, partnered with Volvo
in 2013 to create the now renowned Volvo On Call (VOC) service. This
subscription service features an app that puts owners in constant touch with
their vehicles. The app enables remote checks and control of the car, along
with a host of other remote functions, such as integrated emergency and
roadside assistance.
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NETWORKS OF
THE FUTURE
Internet accessibility should be a basic commodity with most of the people in
South Africa using mobile devices to go online. However, Internet penetration
is only at around 54 percent. There is much to be gained—our research shows
that improving Internet access could result in an additional 4.3 million jobs
from economic gains driven by increased connectivity, and a cumulative
increase in productivity and earnings of R26.7 billion.
So how can telcos build the networks of the future?
Accenture believes that there are 4 key initiatives that will shape the networks
of the future: alternate connectivity, software-defined networks, zero touch
networks, and cyber resilience. These initiatives could unlock a total of R91.9
billion by 2026 (see Figure 6).
To date, South Africa has made significant investments in fibre roll out,
including last mile connectivity. There has also been increasing demand for
alternate connectivity to expand Internet access to new markets and regions.
Traditional network access remains uneconomical for network operators
to implement in remote rural areas, making lower cost solutions like Wi-Fi
coverage more attractive. This has provided the opportunity for new entrants,
like Facebook and Google, to develop innovative low-cost solutions to extend
broadband connectivity using drones, satellites and hot air balloons.
Virtualisation and abstraction of the physical hardware layer through use
of technologies such as Software Defined Networking (SDN) and Network
Function Virtualisation (NFV) will help drive down the costs of telecoms
services and increase coverage. These technologies will also help shape the
super-fast built-for-mobile fifth generation (5G) wireless network architecture.
However, implementation of 5G, SDN and NFV is nascent in South Africa. To
enable these capabilities, new workforce expertise and skill sets will be key.
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In addition, the evolution of 5G should focus on a network architecture that
integrates different technologies (e.g., Wi-Fi and cellular) and leverages
multiple spectrum bands, taking into consideration spectrum constraints,
cost constraints (for both the operator and the customer), and the ability for
customers to seamlessly opt in to different technology types.
IoT and machine-to-machine (M2M) communication is also becoming more
pervasive and exponentially more devices are connecting to the network—it
is expected that connected devices in South Africa will reach 164.8 million in
2021, up from 119.2 million in 2016.15 As this happens, more capital investment
in technologies like SDN and NFV will be required to create autonomous,
zerotouch networks that are self-optimising and provide more cyber resilience
and protection against cyber-attacks.

CASE IN POINT
Programmes such as OneWeb (www.Oneweb.world), which will see 900 low
orbital satellites connect the world and emit LTE, 3G and Wi-Fi, aim to provide
affordable Internet access to the world population, bridging the digital
divide around the world by 2027. OneWeb could disintermediate traditional
telco players unless they rethink the network landscape. OneWeb is already
working with governments, Internet service providers, mobile operators and
other partners to provide the infrastructure to connect the last mile around
the world.

CASE IN POINT
In August 2018 Vodacom announced the launch of Africa’s first commercial
5G network in Lesotho, a service which will only be offered to two enterpriseclass customers initially. Vodacom’s 5G service uses 3.5GHz wireless
spectrum which will provide consumers with “fibre-like” Internet speeds.
This initiative is a big accomplishment for Africa, but Vodacom will only be
able to provide the service in South Africa and the rest of the continent once
approvals are in place and spectrum is made available.9
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DIGITAL
TECHNOLOGIES
CAN UNLOCK
R182 BILLION
FOR THE
TELECOMS
INDUSTRY
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4

BRIDGING THE GAP
ON INNOVATION
The ability for traditional telecoms operators to continue to invest substantial
sums in new IT and network infrastructure is becoming prohibitively
expensive given the constraints in monetising those investments. While 5G
promises to change the speed and connectivity landscape, it also requires
investment in new infrastructure. This could further widen the gap between
incumbent operators that have the ability to monetise the investment given
the size of their footprint, versus those who do not. Telecoms operators’
investments in new technologies such as 5G create the opportunity for
new innovative customer solutions. However, new entrants into the digital
economy rely on rapid innovation and an asset-lite set of infrastructure to
accelerate speed to market.
A further compounding effect is that customer demands continue to rapidly
evolve forcing industry participants to adopt an accelerated innovation model
and reduce dependencies on internal R&D capabilities.
Accenture believes we can expect telecoms operators to adopt new models
of innovation enabling more of an ecosystem play through open-innovation,
value hacking, incubation and design thinking approaches. From an IT
perspective, traditional telecoms operators are considering decoupling
systems of record (traditional business support system capabilities) from
systems of engagement (front office applications) to accelerate the pace of
innovation in the IT stack.
Those companies that can successfully launch and scale new innovations
will see increased incremental revenues through seizing the first mover
advantage. But to bridge the gap, they will also need to embed a culture
of innovation, re-imagine ways of working, partner more to share risk, and
continue to invest in new opportunities in an agile and asset-light manner.

CASE IN POINT
When WhatsApp was acquired by Facebook, they had 35 engineers and
reached about 450 million users. Two years later they continued to exhibit
a small start-up mentality and culture, employing only about 57 engineers,
though the number of WhatsApp users had doubled.10
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ACCENTURE
AND WEF
VALUE-AT-STAKE
FRAMEWORK
Accenture and the World Economic Forum (WEF) developed the value-at-stake framework
as part of WEF’s multi-year Digital Transformation Initiative (DTI) project to measure
the impact of digital technology and peer into the future to quantify the value these
technologies can create.
The value-at-stake framework takes into account value to consumers and to the industry,
and introduces Digital Value to Society (DVS)—a metric to support the identification of
value across different elements (e.g., health and safety, employment, the environment)
that generate value to society.
VALUE AT STAKE (VAS)
DIGITAL VALUE TO SOCIETY (DVS) Example metrics
SOCIETY AND
ENVIRONMENT

CONSUMER
BENEFITS

LIVES
SAVED

CARBON
EMISSIONS

LIFE
EXPECTANCY

TIME
SAVINGS

COST SAVING
ON CONSUMPTION

NET JOB
CREATION

MEDIAN INCOME
GROWTH

COST SAVINGS
ON SPENDING

WELFARE CREATION
FOR CITIZENS

LABOUR

INCOME
DISPARITY

GOVERNMENT

INDUSTRY

VALUE ADDITION VALUE MIGRATION
(FROM NEW
PRODUCTS / SERVICES)

(FROMS HIFTING
PROFIT POOLS)

Figure 5: DTI Value-at-Stake Framework
Applying the framework to South Africa,
we estimate that the adoption of digital
technologies can unlock R182 billion in value
for the South African telecommunications
industry, consumers and society by 2026.
Additional Accenture research identifies four
digital themes that are likely to prevail in the
sector over the coming years: networks of
the future, new digital services (beyond the
pipe), redefining customer engagement, and
bridging the gap on innovation. Investing in
digital technologies to address these themes
and leverage the opportunities that will arise

from them will boost telecoms operators’
ability to continue to deliver returns to
shareholders. It will also drive the delivery of
digital value in key industry segments and for
consumers and society, ultimately stimulating
economic growth.
What technologies will make the biggest
impact? Approximately R101 billion of the
R182 billion will be driven by digital services,
Internet of Things (IoT) and Software Defined
Networks (SDN).
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EVERYONE HAS A 		
ROLE TO PLAY
All stakeholders in the telecoms industry
have a role to play to achieve this value.
A collaborative approach is required to
change conventional beliefs, enable the
investments in infrastructure and put the
standards and policies in place that will
drive adoption of digital technologies.
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THE VALUE FOR
SOCIETY AND THE
TELECOMMUNICATIONS INDUSTRY

Understanding how digital technologies create
value and how this value can be captured
can help lay the groundwork for digital
transformation strategies, guiding efforts and
investments to effectively deliver growth across
the telecoms sector.
Our research identifies key initiatives
associated with the four digital themes in

the telecoms industry that would be key to
unlocking value for the industry, consumers
and society. An initiative is defined as a bundle
of innovative (digital) technologies that is often
deployed in combination with new business
models that are expected to have a significant
impact on the industry’s value chain, workforce,
adjacent industries or the environment and
broader society.1

DIGITAL THEMES AND INITIATIVES

VALUE TO
CONSUMERS

VALUE TO
SOCIETY

VALUE TO
INDUSTRY

TOTAL VALUE
AT STAKE

ALTERNATE
CONNECTIVITY

-

R26.7bn

R4.3bn

R31bn

SOFTWARE-DEFINED
NETWORKS

R1.9bn

R2.7bn

R30bn

R34.6bn

ZERO TOUCH
NETWORKS

R1bn

-

R8.4bn

R9.4bn

CYBER RESILIENCE

R3.5bn

-

R13.4bn

R16.9bn

IoT

R4.2bn

R0.1bn

R19.1bn

R23.4bn

DIGITAL SERVICES

R14.6bn

R0.08bn

R28.6bn

R43.3bn

REIMAGINING
COMMUNICATION

R0.5bn

R1.6bn

R7.6bn

R9.7bn

DELIGHTING DIGITAL
CUSTOMERS

R0.4bn

-

R13.4bn

R13.8bn

NETWORKS OF
THE FUTURE

BEYOND THE PIPE

REDEFINING CUSTOMER
ENGAGEMENT

OUTSIDE-IN
INNOVATION

BRIDGING THE GAP ON
INNOVATION

This initiative has not been quantified

R26.1bn

R31.2bn

Figure 6: Value-at-Stake* Impact Summary 2017-20269
Note: (*) Impact to Earnings before Interest and Taxation (EBIT)

R124.8bn

R182.1bn
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Most of the value generated by the implementation of digital technologies in this
sector will accrue to the telecommunications industry itself (Figure 6), but society
and consumers will benefit too.

VALUE TO INDUSTRY
The largest part of the value at
stake from the implementation of
digital technologies in this sector—
R124.8 billion—accrues to the
telecommunications industry itself. This
value will primarily be driven by the
implementation of digital technologies
to enable digital services, introducing
software-defined networking within
networks, and integration and delivery of
IoT services.
The greatest value, R30 billion, can be
created for the telecoms industry through
software-defined networking—which is
enabled by replacing network functions
traditionally implemented on dedicated,
costly and proprietary hardware with
lightweight software solutions like
Software Defined Networking (SDN) and
Network Function Virtualisation (NFV).
R23.2 billion could be created through
the reduction in communication service
provider (CSP) network and energy
costs due to lower hardware deployment
and operational costs. A reduction in
network OPEX would directly impact the
operating revenue of network equipment
providers (NEP), resulting in value
migration from NEPs to CSPs of R2 billion.
An additional R4.8 billion will result from
operating profit generated by NEPs from
SDN/NFV sales to telecoms operators and
enterprises.
The other major contributer to the
value-at-stake for the industry is digital
services with R28,6 billion in value that
could be created. Network operators and
device manufacturers will benefit from
incremental revenues of R12.7 billion
derived from the delivery of consumer
digital services to subscribers. New value
of R12.4 billion will also be generated
from enterprise digital services related
to unified communications, cloud
18

services, and security and enterprise
mobility management. The successful
rollout of these digital services will also
result in additional value of R3.5 billion
for industry, due to greater customer
retention and a reduction in marketing
and acquisition costs associated with
customer churn.
IoT contributes R19.1 billion to the
value-at-stake, of which R12.9 billion is
generated by the increased demand for
CSP connectivity services to connect IoT
end points with each other, the cloud
and user devices. A further R1.8 billion
of value will be generated for network
operators and ecosystem partners from
capturing market share in consumer
IoT services. An increase in demand
for IoT consulting, implementation and
operational services will create new
value of R4.5 billion for telco ecosystem
companies across IoT vertical markets.

VALUE TO SOCIETY
Value to society will primarily be driven
by alternative connectivity and softwaredefined networking.
Increased broadband penetration
can deliver productivity gains of
R26.7 billion and four million new
jobs across industries, mostly due to
increased connectivity that these digital
technologies provide. While some
traditional network-related roles are at
risk, this is offset by demand for new
roles in areas related to network software
and virtualisation.
In addition, society will also benefit from
increased access to digital content and
AR- and VR-enabled digital services—
e.g., in retail, real estate or even live
entertainment—as AR and VR can help
overcome language and content barriers
and increase accessibility to digital
content.

VALUE TO CONSUMERS
Consumers will benefit from potential time and cost savings due to integration of
processes and better energy management resulting from the deployment of:
•

Digital services in healthcare, mobile payments, video media, lifestyle services 		
as well as the indirect benefits from improved enterprise offerings; and

•

IoT applied in automotive, healthcare, connected home and 		
entertainment offerings.

Other benefits include network cost savings passed through to consumers as
operators offer the same services at lower fees; call drops and terminations reduce
due to improved network quality and reliability; and the losses that consumers incur
due to data theft reduce.

PROJECT LOON BY GOOGLE X SPREADS
CONNECTIVITY IN FLOOD ZONES 11
Extending Internet connectivity to people in rural and remote areas
After Peru was battered by extreme rains and flooding, hundreds of thousands
of people were displaced and multiple provinces were declared to be in a state
of emergency. Communications infrastructure on the ground was one of the
first things to be knocked out, leaving family members and friends unable to
communicate with one another and restricting access to basic information.
During the catastrophe, Project Loon and telecommunications partner Telefónica
provided Internet connectivity through its network of Loon balloons to victims
in flood zones around Lima, Chimbote and Piura. The high-altitude balloons
created an aerial wireless network providing users with LTE service.
More than 160GB of data was sent to people over a combined area of
40,000km2. The project was the first of its kind and unified different partners and
organisations that collaborated to help as many people as possible.
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IMPLICATIONS
FOR THE
INDUSTRY
AND ITS WIDER
ECOSYSTEM
The increased digitisation in the telecoms industry and
the adoption of new technologies will require a change
in conventional approaches and policies. To realise the
value-at-stake, a collaborative effort is required by all the
stakeholders within the telecommunications sector.
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••
POLICYMAKERS
Motivate change through investment and policy: Policymakers are ideally positioned to
put in place regulatory and policy incentives for industry players to help unlock societal
value—e.g., incentivising investments in rural areas and improving the ease of doing
business while earmarking funds for investment in digital initiatives.
Create regulatory certainty: This will enable better corporate planning across
jurisdictions—e.g., policymakers can accelerate the approval process for infrastructure
investments or simplify approval processes and transaction flow through use of digital
mechanisms.
Coordinate change and skills: Better coordination across different areas such as
education and commerce, could drive broader implementation and adoption of digital
technologies—e.g., policymakers could collaborate with NGOs in skills development and
funding of new practices and uplift the level of basic education and training focused on
digital technologies in the telecoms industry.

THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION 12
The European Commission has proposed measures to ensure the best connectivity
for Europe‘s future. Key policies include a new rule book for ICT service providers,
common EU broadband targets, a plan to foster industrial leadership in 5G and a
voucher scheme to support public authorities in offering free Wi-Fi to citizens.

NOKIA16
NOKIA has secured a €500m loan from the European Investment Bank (EIB)—backed
by the European Fund for Strategic Investments (EFSI)—to fund and accelerate 5G
R&D and push its vision of end-to-end 5G. This demonstrates the recognition from the
EU of the importance of 5G networks and the benefits to European society, as well as
the EU's commitment to support large technology companies on the continent.
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••
INDUSTRY BODIES
Foster public-private dialogue: By connecting businesses and policy makers,
industry bodies can create maximum value for industry and society. Fostering
public and private partnerships will enable further investments in new growth areas.
Industry bodies are well placed to act as thought leaders on the topic of digitisation
and increase awareness of the transformative role of digital technologies in the
enablement of future growth.
Set up a digital steering committee: To drive action, industry bodies can set up a
digital steering committee that champions a transition to a digital industry. Such a
committee could set up a task force of different stakeholders to drive technology
and digital adoption; strategise and encourage adoption of digital technology
initiatives, closely managing the implementation progress; and hold seminars with
potential investors to drive digital innovation in the telecoms industry.
Partner for skills development: Industry bodies can also partner with businesses
on training and upskilling programmes, helping to create and equip a workforce of
the future for the telecommunications industry. They can also provide information
and insight on digital capabilities that businesses and policy makers can leverage in
digital transformation programmes.

TELECOMMUNICATION INDUSTRY 		
ASSOCIATION (TIA) 13
US-based TIA represents manufacturers and suppliers that are leading the way,
bringing to market next-generation networks, products and services to encourage
investment in network infrastructure and maintain open markets around the world. TIA’s
government affairs team has led the Association’s advocacy efforts and has influenced
policies around high-tech connectivity. Some of the key topics that the team has
been addressing are related to increasing accessibility and broadband deployment,
cybersecurity, IoT, IP and standards, net neutrality and the digital workforce.
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••
BUSINESS
Strive to become a digital telco: Telecoms operators must adopt digital technologies
to avoid being disintermediated by other players. To do so, they must set a clear vision
and commit resources to the effort. Change management will be essential to ensure
that digital is integrated across the business. A new model will need to be defined for
effective vertical-market collaboration with other industries—e.g., Deutsche Telekom’s
Qivicon smart home platform is an alliance between leading industry partners from
hardware, software and energy to develop a single platform as an open ecosystem for
living-service offerings.17
Leverage digital to improve experience: An improvement in the customer experience
will require a bigger focus on creating tailored products and providing the best
service. Product innovation is required to meet demands for better connectivity at
lower costs and to create a true omnichannel experience.
Foster a culture of innovation: Telcos can change their culture by adapting their
operating model and building innovation capabilities. They can achieve this by
continuing to invest (build, buy or partner) in digital capabilities and differentiated
offerings while creating an open channel to encourage new ideas and ways of working
by leveraging technology to enhance the firm’s capabilities.

CHINA UNICOM 14
Experiencing an increasing disconnect with its customers, China Unicom decided to
drive digital transformation from two dimensions:
•

Externally—becoming a promoter and enabler of digital transformation by building
a "2+N" open capability platform. The smart platform sells services to enterprise
customers and also enables individual developers to create and sell new products
to enterprise customers.

•

Internally—implementing customer-centred and digitised operations, services,
networks and architecture via an open cloud platform. The cloud platform
accelerates its digital operations and bridges the gap between back-end and frontend (customer facing) platforms. The platform connects 22 internal systems and
policies around high-tech connectivity. Some of the key topics that the team has
been addressing are related to increasing accessibility and broadband deployment,
cybersecurity, IoT, IP and standards, net neutrality and the digital workforce.
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A DIGITAL
WINDOW OF
OPPORTUNITY
CONCLUSION
South Africa’s telecoms sector is at an exciting juncture. Digital technologies
can help increase competitiveness and build the foundation the country
needs to drive economic growth and socio-economic advancement. With a
large customer base, ownership of key infrastructure and strong technology
capabilities, telecoms operators have the opportunity to take on the role
of digital service providers, generating additional operating profit for the
industry and value for society.
However, digital disruption is not slowing down and the window of
opportunity for telecoms operators to leverage their established position in
the sector is closing. South Africa’s telecoms operators must start now to
craft an ecosystem that will allow them to help shape the future of digital
communication in South Africa.
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