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Irrespective of size, organisations are seeking innovation 
and value by enabling employees to connect and 
collaborate at the right time, inside and outside the 
business. Becoming a single provider of this user 
experience – seamlessly integrating and managing the 
complex web of communication, collaboration, and 
connectivity (e.g. voice, data, apps, devices) – can fuel 
new revenue streams and opportunities for MNOs. 
Doing so requires decisive action now, taking key steps 
to displace software and OTT competitors as the unified 
communication and collaboration providers of choice.
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Organisations are turning their 
attention to the capabilities unified 
communications and collaboration 
(UC&C) offers in seeking the 
productivity promised by an ‘always-
connected, always-collaborating’ and 
increasingly mobile workforce. ‘Cloud’ 
offerings are maturing, ‘bring your own 
device’ is becoming common place, 
the mind-set of ‘Is there an app for 
that?!’ is prevalent, and enterprises are 
increasing their use of social-media 
technologies for collaboration. All those 
trends – accelerated by the continuing 
digitisation of the workplace – are 
fuelling the move towards UC&C. 

Those trends bring mobile network 
operators major opportunities. They 
can offer a new generation of hosted 
services: bundled solutions that 
integrate and manage their customers’ 
entire array of communications 
and collaboration needs across 
all platforms, devices, channels, 
and locations.

The evolution of enterprise 
communication and 
collaboration

What’s happening in the enterprise 
market is a natural progression. It 
began with fixed-mobile convergence 
(FMC), which focused primarily on 
managing enterprise voice connections 
and meeting customers’ needs. It 
employed advances such as business 
telephone features on mobile devices, 
call control from the desktop, corporate 
directory access through a single 
number for both fixed line and mobile, 
and integration between regular and 
Internet Protocol (IP) phones. 

Unified communications (UC) came 
next, and it built on the convergence 
of fixed and mobile by introducing 
collaborative applications. Those 
included integrated voice, email and 
instant messaging, audio conferencing, 
and corporate presence on mobile. The 
focus shifted significantly from voice to 
data and brought software providers 
into the solution ecosystem.

Next, mobile UC integrated multiple 
mobile and fixed devices, locations, 
and applications to offer seamless 
communication at any time and 
place across voice, data, and video. 
The features a mobile-UC solution 
commonly supports include integrated 
audio, web and video conferencing, 
and integration with collaboration 
software, business applications, and 
Web 2.0-type applications. 

Each successive wave of development 
has introduced more participants and 
more complexity to the value chain. 
The companies looking to buy hosted, 
unified communications services often 
think of those services as primarily 
software rather than connectivity 
solutions. UC&C solutions currently 
available from software suppliers and 
over-the-top players are subsequently 
perceived as more compelling and 
attractive than those from mobile 
network operators. And that opens 
up the risk of operators being left 
handling the ‘dumb pipe’ connectivity 
component of a rich UC&C future. 
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Choosing a course for enhanced 
communication offerings 

We see five key questions arising for 
MNOs exploring opportunities to 
strengthen their position in UC&C:

1. Where is UC&C taking the 
communications industry and 
its solutions for customers? 
Specifically, how does it link to 
digital transformation – and what 
impacts will it have on the way 
organisations interact internally 
and externally?

2. Is buying fixed-line service 
providers the only way for MNOs 
to ensure fixed-line levels of service 
quality and reliability or does LTE 
and network off-loading provide 
realistic  alternatives?

3. In what ways does the growth 
legacy of MNOs strengthen or 
weaken their efforts to capture and 
retain the market, meeting future 
demands through innovation as 
UC&C evolves?

4. What partnership models should 
mobile network operators be 
exploring across the UC&C value 
chain to better serve their market?

5. How do you reassure and support 
enterprises (plus the regulators that 
govern them) around the security 
and integrity of their data?

To fight back against the threat of 
disintermediation, many operators 
around the world have been acquiring 
fixed-line assets and operations as part 
of becoming holistic communications 
providers. Others, with no fixed 
presence, have been promoting 4G 
as a viable alternative to fixed Wi-Fi, 
removing the need for a fixed link in a 
UC&C bundle for customers. Others are 
exploring collaborations to pool their 
investments in networks, applications, 
and services as a holistic offering in 
underexplored markets. At least one 
mobile network operator is taking the 
approach globally of acquiring adjacent 
technology companies to improve 
its capabilities in areas like data 
management and off-loading. 

In every case, the goal is to offer a 
bundled solution that gives customers 
seamless connectivity from a single 
source. Businesses demand solutions 
that are clearly valuable; are easy to 
roll out and use; give users a strong and 
consistently positive experience; aren’t 
dependent on a particular device; 

respect users’ privacy needs; and 
protect the valuable information and 
data of the business.

The opportunity of unifying 
communications and 
collaboration

The sheer size of the potential market 
for UC&C solutions is still becoming 
clear. It’s also becoming evident that 
the voice-centric FMC services that 
many operators have been offering 
meet only a limited – albeit significant – 
element of the demand for UC&C.

Calculating the true size of the UC&C 
market is complicated by variations in 
definition, reporting, and commercial 
models. But industry research suggests 
that UC&C – and particularly mobile 
UC – revenues are set to grow strongly 
in the coming years. Take Europe, the 
Middle East, and Africa (EMEA) as an 
example. IDC projects revenue from 
UC&C services in EMEA to rise from 
US$7.7bn in 2012 to US$11.7bn in 
2016, with mobile UC being the fastest-
growing component at a compound 
annual growth rate of 32% (see 
Figure  1).

Mobile unified communications: an unexplored opportunity

Figure 1: Growth forecast for UC&C services in Europe, the Middle East and Africa

Source: IDC – World & EMEA Unified Communications and Collaboration 2011–2016 Market Forecast.
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Clearly, mobile network operators have 
an opportunity to expand from their 
current base in FMC and to harness the 
momentum of moving to UC&C. 

It’s important to be aware that each 
wave of UC&C solutions has absorbed 
the previous waves rather than swept 
them away. That’s because business 
customers still value the features fixed-
mobile convergence provides even as 
they recognise them as the foundation 
for more data-orientated services. 

To realise the benefits mobile UC offers, 
enterprises face a number of challenges 
and concerns – issues such as legacy 
estates, complexity, cost, reliability, and 
security/control. For communications 
providers to put together an appealing 
and comprehensive end-to-end service, 
they have to understand the challenges 
and make sure that what they offer 
addresses those challenges.

For example, within a single 
organisation that has embraced 
‘bring your own device’, employees 
often use devices (smartphones, 
tablets, functional phones) with 
widely differing capabilities. This 
fragmentation limits the potential 
for users to have easy access and a 
consistent experience of standardised 
corporate applications. Setting-up the 
devices for and engaging users gets 
harder, as does making sure everyone 
knows how to use them and the 
applications made available to them. 

If mobile-UC capabilities are 
introduced where integration and 
access are limited, or where people 
don’t understand how to use the 
mobile-UC services, then those services 
risk becoming redundant. They could 
fuel frustration and disengagement 
instead of value through collaboration. 
So, educating users through training 
and support is just as important as 
the actual provisioning of the mobile-
UC services. 

Mobile network operators’ experience 
in establishing highly secure networks 
can provide both a sales asset and 
design insight in developing an end-
to-end UC&C architecture. Global 
connectedness and the increasing 
complexity/speed of business 
interactions will ensure concerns 
about the location, ownership, and 
accessibility of critical data for the 
foreseeable future. Furthermore, 
privacy challenges will also arise as 
more businesses support ‘bring your 
own device’ and enable access from 
any device or location. How they retain 
controlled access while segregating 
users’ work and private data is one such 
challenge that is regularly posed. 

For mobile operators to be in the 
best position to address concerns, 
they need to remain aware of generic 
and unique concerns. Particularly 
where they envision offering wider 
software, platform, or infrastructure as 
hosted services. 

Network quality is another major 
concern for enterprises. The 
expectations established by fixed-line 
services allow no margin for faults 
or outages in mobile connectivity. To 
allay these concerns and guarantee the 
required levels of service quality, mobile 
operators already are exploring network 
optimisation and offloading techniques 
(i.e. femtocells, Wi-Fi hotspots). 

Considerations: the business 
customer’s size and industry 

Mobile-UC providers also must consider 
the size of the customer’s organisation. 
In a large corporation, for instance, a 
centralised programme to distribute 
authorised, secure applications and 
data services to the workforce, whether 
on employee-owned or corporate 
devices, is likely to determine take-up. 
In contrast, small-office/home-office 
or small-and-medium-sized-enterprise 
customers are likely to adopt mobile UC 
more like a consumer would. They’ll 
look for familiar types of services that 
work on the devices they like. 

End users themselves will also be 
seeking the same degree of flexibility 
and accessibility in their working 
lives that they’re used to at home. 
Particularly for large enterprises, the 
ability to create a high standard of 
digital experience through mobile UC 
may be critical in attracting, engaging, 
and retaining talent. 

Calculating the true size of the UC&C market is complicated by variations in 
definition, reporting, and commercial models. But industry research suggests 
that UC&C – and particularly mobile UC – revenues are set to grow strongly 
in the coming years. For example, IDC projects revenue from UC&C services  
in EMEA to rise from US$7.7bn in 2012 to US$11.7bn in 2016, with mobile 
UC being the fastest-growing component at a compound annual growth rate 
of 32%. 
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Besides developing and delivering 
mobile-UC offerings segmented by size 
of customer, there are opportunities 
to target solutions at specific industry 
sectors. Mobile network operators 
can tailor vertical offerings based on 
partner vendors’ component solutions 
(e.g. applications) that rely on data – to 
deliver across their own fast, reliable, 
secure, and intelligently orchestrated 
networks (see Figure 2). 

By connecting and integrating the 
various components of the solution, 
the operator delivering the service can 
orchestrate a compelling customer 
experience irrespective of device or 
location. And the company can give 

access to applications and services of 
specific interest to customers in the 
target industry.

The need to manage a complex 
ecosystem and keep the 
customer

Operators entering mobile-UC need 
to have a well-developed ability to 
collaborate and integrate with third 
parties. As Figure 3 shows, the solution 
value chain now consists of at least 
seven distinct types of businesses. 
This creates a complex ecosystem that 
operators will need to manage and 
coordinate in order to package and 
deliver successful offerings.

Given the sheer range of capabilities 
involved, it’s unlikely that any single 
mobile network operator could source 
all the components of an end-to-end 
mobile-UC solution in-house. A need to 
access greater capabilities always raises 
the question of whether to build them 
or buy them. The fact that these service 
components currently are outside 
mobile operators’ core competencies 
and asset base means that either 
acquiring or developing creates 
significant risks.

Instead, most operators are better 
placed to develop partnerships to 
deliver the UC&C solutions that 
customers want. Operators currently 

Mobile unified communications: an unexplored opportunity

Figure 2: Customer-orientated UC&C solutions tailored for various vertical industries

Figure 3: Seven types of participants in the UC&C/mobile-UC value chain 
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tend to focus on services that address 
mainly the voice-based features of 
fixed-mobile convergence. So the 
quickest and lowest-risk route to 
offering the more integrated data 
services of true UC&C lies in aligning 
with various complementary partners, 
including both current players and 
new entrants. With partners in 
place, operators can draw on their 
core capabilities to orchestrate and 
harmonise the integration and manage 
the handovers between them. 

A crucial point: this approach lets the 
mobile network operator continue to 
own the overall customer relationship 
rather than be relegated to the status of 
an easily exchangeable commodity. 

Mobile operators’ strengths in 
unified communications

As they seek to capitalise on the 
opportunities in UC&C, mobile network 
operators face significant challenges. 
But they can bring a number of 
established strengths to bear:

Strategy & proposition 
Mobile network operators can draw 
on their proven capabilities and assets 
in areas like networks, mobile, voice, 
security, and billing to develop a stable 
platform and offer reliable services 
to customers in a modular, flexible 
way that supports their working styles 
and needs. 

Operators often have demonstrated 
their ability to integrate third-party 
products, features, and services into 
what they offer. Continuing to do so 
will help them meet and adapt to the 
changing needs of customers through 
cost-effective and efficient services. 

By mining the huge amounts of 
location-contextualised information 
they collect from their customers, 
they and their partners can 
generate valuable commercial and 
service insights.

Their names may be well known in 
households, but mobile operators’ 
brand associations actually can hinder 
them in starting to host UC&C. That’s 
because many enterprise customers 
still perceive them largely as being 
solely mobile providers rather than 

suppliers of fixed-line or broader UC&C 
offerings. Operators need to correct 
these perceptions through marketing – 
backed up by how well they perform.

Appreciating the complexity of the 
evolving enterprise customer, operators 
will have a clear strategy for acquiring 
UC&C customers – on the right 
solutions – particularly large operators 
in multiple markets. With the right 
strategy they can allocate resources 
for research and development wisely. 
This will help them create a better 
experience for their customers; one 
that is less costly to support, globally 
consistent, and more compelling to 
large multinational corporations. 

People & governance 
Many operators have highly skilled 
workers with experience in developing, 
integrating, and launching mobile 
and fixed services. But operators that, 
besides having a dynamic culture, insist 
on being smart about finding resources 
and collaborating will enhance their 
employees’ and their companies’ level 
of skill – and will create the compelling 
experiences their customers want.

In attempting to implement end-to-end 
accountability for service, customers’ 
experience, and technology, mobile 
operators risk slowing down decision 
making. To avoid that problem, 
they need to be sure they have well-
governed, efficient processes with clear, 
end-to-end visibility and accountability. 

Operating model & process
The size of a mobile operator’s 
organisation and the area it covers 
often lend themselves to collecting and 
harnessing a wide range of learning 
and best practices from multiple 
territories. That breadth helps them 
enhance and enrich their offerings 
and complements the strong processes 
many already have for activities such as 
‘lead-to-cash’. 

Operators’ legacy and experience also 
grant them good insights into the 
digital operating models that would 
support UC&C services. 

The evolution of mobile operators has 
resulted in differences in operating 
models from those of fixed-line 

providers and software suppliers. So 
each kind of organisation can find 
it hard to integrate or develop the 
processes, people, and expectations of 
the other. Compounding that challenge 
is the inherent difficulty of reporting 
and monitoring a UC&C proposition, 
which requires reaching across 
divisions – e.g. fixed, mobile, content – 
and, potentially, partner organisations 
as well.

Technology & partners
The larger mobile operators with 
sufficient size and market strength 
have opportunities to partner with 
leading global vendors and to influence 
the development of solutions that 
best serve their end-to-end offering. 
Operators typically benefit from a wide 
array of technical implementation 
experiences and legacy assets such as 
application programming interfaces , 
which can aid integration and can help 
lay the foundation for ‘plug-and-play’ 
UC&C components. 

Yet mobile operators, particularly those 
with activities spread around the world, 
often face different maturity levels 
in their markets and, subsequently, 
widely varying network infrastructures, 
OSS/BSS stacks, and partner 
relationships. This fragmentation 
can make standardisation difficult. 
And it increases the complexity of 
implementing initially, resulting 
in higher costs to integrate with 
existing systems. 

Externally, mobile operators’ market 
advantages in UC&C include their 
proven network infrastructure, known 
brands, strong billing mechanisms 
and sound reputations for service 
connectivity and data security. 
Significantly, the over-the-top players 
rarely guarantee a level of service, so 
operators may have opportunities to 
add their own guarantee and resell the 
over-the-top providers’ services. 

A further strength of mobile 
network operators is that they ‘own’ 
the customer through an explicit 
agreement that legally protects the user 
on issues including not just security 
and reliability, but also an agreed point 
of contact. Increasing that advantage 
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is operators’ retail presence and the 
comfort for customers of being able 
to speak to a company representative 
face-to-face – something over-the-top 
players rarely offer. 

Mobile operators face a wall of market 
noise and hype around their over-the-
top competitors, which has prompted 
many to start offering their own free, 
over-the-top software to customers. 
Competition is intensifying as software 
vendors (new and old) and major 
global systems integrators expand 
along the value chain. The main threats 
are how actively consumers will take up 
and use the growing array of over-the-
top services, and whether operators 
can retain ownership of the customer 
across different platforms. They may 
have to choose between acquiring fixed 
infrastructure to support what they 
offer (e.g. Wi-Fi as part of the mobile-
UC experience) or instead focusing on 
the customer service they provide. If 
the latter, they may need to take lessons 
from other industries in how to offer 
rich experiences based on their core 
connectivity over any platform. 

Five actions to regain market 
leadership

Mobile network operators are trying 
to close the gap opened by the success 
that the software and over-the-top 
players have had in UC&C and even 
mobile UC. Our view is that operators 
need to take five steps to reposition 
themselves for success in this fast-
evolving market:

1. Pay more attention to customers’ 
values and perceptions. In general, 
businesses and consumers using 
UC&C services expect to be 
connected constantly and to feel 
confident that their provider 
values them highly. They want a 
seamless experience that meets 
all their communication and 
collaboration needs in a consistent 
and integrated way. So the starting 
point for a successful UC&C 
strategy and portfolio of offerings 
is to understand clearly which 

customers to serve, and to identify 
what’s required in serving those 
specific customers efficiently. 
This level of understanding helps 
operators to design their offerings, 
to present them alongside their 
other offerings, to guide customers 
as the UC&C services mature, and to 
support the services subsequently. 

2. Focus on establishing clear and 
well-governed operating models. 
Establishing rigorous, efficient and 
well-governed end-to-end processes, 
policies and operating models is 
vital to develop and deliver winning 
UC&C services. The processes need 
to make sure that businesses – both 
internal and third-party – can 
integrate and work as one to give 
customers exactly what they want. 
Equally important is to have the 
right people in the right roles with 
the right levels of ownership. The 
governance for this model needs 
to make sure operators have the 
information, support services, 
and authority to make decisions 
and push through actions to 
implement them. 

3. Develop strong, integrated 
partnerships wherever appropriate. 
As the complex value chains and 
ecosystems supporting UC&C 
solutions take shape, operators 
need to identify where they can 
best play in these ecosystems. And, 
how they can select and collaborate 
most effectively (e.g. resellers, 
alliances, joint ventures) with the 
right partners (including other 
operators). They can’t expect to 
deliver all the diverse components 
from their own internal resources. 
But mobile network operators are 
positioned well to form and sustain 
partnerships – depending on the 
relevant geographical factors and 
mix of service offerings – that 
let them manage an end-to-end 
solution and still retain ownership 
of the customer.

4. Develop industry-focused 
propositions. A critical aspect of 
the ability to collaborate is the 
opportunity to partner with vertical-
industry specialists to create and 
offer rich, sector-specific UC&C 
solutions geared to the needs of 
customers in various industries. 
Operators that achieve that degree 
of vertical specialisation can 
differentiate their service offerings 
on factors beyond reliability, 
efficiency and security – the generic 
criteria. Often-cited examples 
include expert access in healthcare 
and education and disaster recovery 
in transport. In many cases, 
operators will need to be able to 
apply analytics to ‘big data’ with 
enough sophistication to create 
insights they can act on if they’re to 
gain the ability to achieve the right 
level of focus on an industry.

5. Build an open, agile and secure 
platform. As the UC&C/mobile-
UC marketplace evolves and 
expands, operators must be sure 
their technology infrastructure 
and network platforms can adapt 
to changes the future will bring. 
They must prepare for the future 
with solutions that are not only 
innovative but also backwards-
compatible and component-based, 
allowing new components to be 
swapped in and out without end-
to-end reengineering. That in turn 
requires striking a fine balance 
between creating an adaptable, 
flexible ‘plug-and-play’ at the front 
end, and building in the strength, 
security and 100% availability that 
customers expect and demand. 
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Conclusion: no time to lose
From global multinational corporations 
to small- and medium-sized enterprises 
and even small-office/home-office  
operations, today’s business 
customers are seeking a single digital 
communications source that connects 
them seamlessly to one another and the 
outside world. They want this solution 
to give them a simple user interface 
that meets all their UC&C needs by 
integrating, managing and drawing 
on a complex web of solutions and 
capabilities. Such an offering is now 
much more than a vision of something 
that would be nice to have. The former 

vision is rapidly proving that it produces 
business value for more and more 
business customers worldwide.

For operators, the choice is clear: either 
decide and take steps to create for 
customers the wrapper and the front 
end of the new generation of mobile 
UC&C solutions or accept a role as a 
component in someone else’s ecosystem. 
To date, their software and over-the-
top competitors have been taking the 
lead. Mobile network operators need to 
improve their game in UC&C services, 
and fast – or they soon may find they’ve 
lost too much ground to make up.

 
 

Mobile operators face a wall of market noise and hype around their over-the-
top competitors, which has prompted many to start offering their own free, 
over-the-top software to customers. Competition is intensifying as software 
vendors (new and old) and major global systems integrators expand along 
the value chain. 
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