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Data Sheet

CONSUMER RESEARCH: MOBILE OPERATORS - 
DIGITAL LEADERS OR ALSO-RANS? 

Introduction
Openet commissioned Sapio Research to carry out a consumer survey looking 
at how consumers perceive operators’ readiness to compete and succeed in the 
digital services market. 

This included the following:

•   Do consumers consider mobile operators as ‘digital-first’ companies?

•   How strong are operators’ brands?

•   What is the level of consumer engagement through digital channels?

•   What do consumers want in terms of digital services and digital innovation

     from mobile operators?

•   What is the most important attribute of digital-first?

The survey was conducted among 1620 consumers in UK (364), Colombia (315), Canada (320), 
Indonesia (309) and Singapore (312).

Research Paper

The interviews were conducted online by Sapio Research in July 2019 using an email invitation 
and an online survey.
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Operators are no longer digital ‘also-rans’ 

When asking consumers about ‘digital-first’ companies, the following definition was used: 

“A digital-first company embraces modern technology to enhance the way it interacts with customers 
and offers new services. The company does this by prioritising digital channels, such as web, mobile, 
social media, apps etc. over traditional channels like phone, post or direct mail. Digital-first companies 
deliver services that are in line with shifting consumer trends, demands and habits.”

As can be seen from figure 1, 70% of global consumers believe their operator to be digital-first. This 
figure rose to 74% in respondents aged 25-34.

The consumers were asked to pick their top three brands who they see as ‘digital leaders’. Google leads 
the way with 67%, followed by Netflix (42%), Amazon (40%) and Apple (40%). The consumers then 
rated their own mobile operators as fifth in the digital leaders list with 28% - ahead of digital native 
companies like Spotify, eBay and Uber.

 

1. Current consumer perception of operators’ digital readiness? 

18 - 24

76% 74% 73% 65% 51% 48%

25 - 34 35 - 44 45 - 54 55 - 64 65 +

The majority of respondents (70%) believe their mobile 
operator to be ‘digital first’ Sapio Research

“Based on the above definition 
of what it means to be ‘digital 
first’, do you believe your mobile 
operator is ‘digital first’?”                                                 
(Base 1620)

Yes
No

Not Sure

Digital First

figure 1

Key Findings:

Google is the most highly recognised brand regarding digital leadership (67%) Sapio Research

“Based on the above definition of 
‘digital first’, pick your top three 
brands when it comes to digital 

leadership”                                                                    

67%Google

Netflix

Amazon*

Apple

My mobile operator

Spotify

eBay

Uber

HSBC

ASOS

42%

40%

40%

28%

20%

12%

10%

4%

3%

*Top for UK (48%)

figure 2

 (Base 1620)
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As for telecoms as a sector, the results could be viewed as positive, with telecommunications chosen in 
the top 4 sectors to be most digital-first, behind technology, financial services and retail and well ahead 
of other sectors like healthcare, hospitality and automotive.

Operator digital customer engagement is strong

One of the challenges for any company undergoing digital transformation is getting customers to 
change behaviour and start using digital channels and apps when engaging for care, marketing, sales and 
information.

66% of consumers interact with their mobile operator on a regular basis (from monthly to daily) and 
nearly a third (32%) of consumers digitally interact with their operators on a daily basis.

In the survey, Google, Microsoft and Facebook were given as examples of 
technology companies. Sapio Research

“Which sections do you consider to 
be advanced in being ‘digital first’”                                                                     

(Base 1620)

55%Technology

Financial services & Banking

Retail

Telecommunications

Hospitality

Food & Drink

Automotive

Healthcare

Manufacturing

Utilities

38%

33%

32%

18%

17%

16%

15%

13%

12%

figure 3

A third of respondents interact with their mobile 
operator daily (32%); 10% never interact with their operator

Sapio Research

“How often do you interact, via digital channels (e.g. use operator 
app, social media channels, etc) with your mobile operator?”                                                                     

(Base 1620)

32%Daily

Weekly

Monthly

Less than monthly

Never

17%

17%

24%

10%

figure 4



Research Paper - Mobile operators - Digital leaders or also-rans? 

6 © Copyright Openet Telecom, 2019

“70% of 
consumers view their                  

Mobile Operator 
as a  ‘digital first’ 

company”
Sapio Research
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Operators have a brand identity that is resonating with all consumer 
demographics

Of the 1,620 consumers surveyed, 95% believe their operator to have a strong brand identity. In 
fact, nearly half (46%) chose their operator based on brand identity – and the fact it resonated with 
them.

Only 5% of consumers say that their operators don’t have a brand identity. However, 49% did say that 
their operator does have a clear, strong brand identity but this was not the main reason for selecting 
them. 

Having established that operators do have strong brand identities, the research then looked at how 
operators can build on their brands by looking at what consumers want from their operators.

Almost half of respondents (46%) selected their mobile operator because of the strong 

and clear brand identity, however 49% agreed that their operator had a strong identity, 

but this wasn’t the reason they selected it Sapio Research

46%*

35%

14%

5%

Yes it does, and it 
was the key reason 
why I selected them

Yes it does, but it 
made little difference 
as overall price was 
the main reason for 
selecting my mobile 
operator

Yes it does, but it 
made little difference 
as network coverage 
was the main factor 
in selecting my 
mobile operator

No, it doesn’t. I 
consider my mobile 
operator to be almost 
invisible in terms of 
its brand identity

“Do you consider your mobile operator to have a clear, 
strong brand identity?”                                                                     

(Base 1620)

*60% in Indonesia

figure 5
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Consumers want operators to break out of a utility mind-set

Despite having strong brands, operators are still viewed by some consumers as providing a utility like 
gas or electricity.

21% are not for changing. They see their mobile operator as providing a utility and they always will. On 
the flip side, 32% see their mobile operator as a ‘key digital facilitator that engages with me and delivers 
real value’. There’s a group of 31% who do view their operator as providing a utility but feel there’s 
opportunity for operators to add more value and better engage with these consumers.

Consumers want more digital innovation and more digital services

When asked if they’d like their operators to offer more digital services (e.g. more content services) and 
innovation (e.g. dealing with customers through digital channels), the answers were a clear ‘yes’. 73% 
said they’d like to see more digital services and 69% would like to see more digital innovation.

2. What do consumers want?  

Half of respondents (52%) consider mobile operators to provide a utility along the lines 

of gas, water or electricity; almost a third consider the mobile operators to be a key 

digital facilitator, that engages and delivers real value. Sapio Research

21%*
31% 32%

17%

No, I consider my 
mobile operator 
to be a key digital 
facilitator, that 
engages me and 
delivers real value 
to me

I have no opinion 
either way

“Do you consider your mobile operator to 
provide a utility, like gas, water, electric?”                                                                     

(Base 1620)

18 - 24

25% 22% 21% 21% 16% 14%

25 - 34 35 - 44 45 - 54 55 - 64 65 +

Yes, and I always will
Yes, but there is 
an opportunity for      
mobile operators to  
add more value and 
engage me

52% 

figure 6
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More digital services and innovation = Greater customer engagement and 
loyalty

65% of global consumers would feel more engaged with their operator if they offered more digital 
services. 23% said it wouldn’t make a difference. 

Also, a greater focus on digital service innovation can also impact loyalty, as 79% of global consumers 
would feel more loyal towards their operator if they offered more digital service innovation. There was 
a clear difference here in responses based on age and geography. 85% of 18-24 year olds said digital 
service innovation would make them more loyal to their operator, while this figure decreased to 52% in 
65+ age group. In Colombia (94%) and Indonesia (90%), consumers said digital service innovation would 
increase loyalty, whereas in Canada and UK this figure was 65% and 67% respectively.

Over two thirds of respondents would be receptive to more digital service choice/
variety (73%) and innovation (69%) from their mobile operator Sapio Research

“Would you like to see more digital service innovation 
/choice / variety from your mobile operator?”                                                                     

(Base 1620)

Digital service 
choice/variety

Yes, I would be receptive to that No, it would make no difference to how I view them I’m not sure

Digital service 
innovation

10%

11%

17%

19%

73%

69%

Older respondents less likely 
to be receptive to more 
digital service choice and 
innovation

UK and Canada are less 
receptive to digital service 
choice and innovation

figure 7

Most respondents (65%) would feel more 

engaged with their mobile operator if it                                    

had more digital services Sapio Research

“Would more digital services 
make you feel more engaged 
with your mobile operator?”                                                      
(Base 1620)

More Digital 
Services

Yes, I would be 
receptive to that I’m not sureNo, it would 

make no 
difference to how 
I feel now

54% UK & 
55% Canada

figure 8
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Consumers want more partnerships

64% of global consumers consider mobile operator partnerships to be important or very 
important. 31% admit these partnerships are the reason they stay with their operator. 13% do not 
consider mobile partnerships to be important and admit to staying with their operator for other 
reasons.

A greater focus on digital service innovation 
would make most respondents feel loyal 
towards their mobile operator (79%) Sapio Research

“Would a greater focus on digital 
service innovation make you feel more 
loyal towards your mobile operator?”                                                      
(Base 1620)

Digital 
Innovation

Yes

No

94% 
Colombia 
& 90% 
Indonesia

33% UK & 
35% Canada

18 - 24

85% 83% 80% 78% 59% 52%

25 - 34 35 - 44 45 - 54 55 - 64 65 +

Male

84% 74%

Female

figure 9

Amost two thirds (52%) consider mobile operator partnerships to be important and they 

are a key reason that they selected and have stayed with thier mobile operator Sapio Research

31%*
33%

23%

13%Not important, these 
partnerships do not 
appeal to me / I do 
not make use of 
these partnerships

Not important, I 
remain with my                      
mobile operator for 
other reasons

“How important are mobile operator partnerships (e.g. ties to 
the music industry, cinema chains, sports companies or attractive 

partnerships with third parties like Amazon, Spotify, Netflix etc?) 
in your decision to select and stay with your mobile operator?”                                                                     

(Base 1620)

Very important, it’s 
the key reason why I 
stay with my mobile 
operator

Important, it’s one 
of the key reasons 
why I stay with my 
mobile operator

64% 

Male

68% 59%

Female Younger respondents are more likely to consider 
partnerships to be important compared to older 
respondents

figure 10
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What additional services would make consumers switch operators?

Consumers were given a list of options and asked to pick the main ones that would make them switch 
mobile operators. 

Operators will need to keep an eye on the content offers that their competitors are rolling out as 38% 
of consumers say that increased choice of content offers as part of mobile bundles could influence 
them to switch operators. Also, more innovative subscription plans, such as free data to access social 
media sites was picked by 38% of consumers as an incentive to switch. Tying in with digital innovation, 
the opportunity to have better customer care through digital engagement channels (36%) scored 
high. There were geographical differences here with  51% of Indonesian consumers picking this option 
compared with 27% in the UK. 

The fourth highest reason to switch (33%) was increased choice of digital services such as mobile 
banking or mobile gaming.

It was interesting that only 9% said that no amount of additional services would make them switch 
operators. Price alone was selected by 9% as the reason they’d switch operators.

These results show clearly the impact that additional digital services (content, value added services) and 
digital innovation have on consumers’ decisions to stay or leave their mobile operator.

Both an increased choice of content and an increased choice of subscription plans would 

be most likely to influence a change in mobile operator. 20%, however, claim that no 

additional services would make them switch, including 9% that would only be persuaded 

by the price
Sapio Research

“What additional services would 
make you switch mobile operators?”                                                                     

(Base 1620)

Increased choice of content offers as part of mobile 
bundle, for example Netflix or Spotify

Increased choice of subscription plans, for example free 
access to data services like social media sites

Opportunity for better care through digital engagement 
channels (in-app chatbot, social media channels etc)

Increased choice of digital services (e.g. mobile 
banking, virtual reality games or gaming)

More personalised and targeted offers based on 
preferences and previous experiences

No additional services would make me switch, only 
price

No additional services would make me switch, I’m 
happy with my mobile operator

No additional services would make me switch, 
switching is too difficult

33%

26%

9%

9%

2%

36%

38%

38%

20% 

figure 11
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Digital services are real-time. Consumers want services to work immediately, they want problems 
solved quickly and easily. In order to deliver new digital services, engage with customers through 
digital channels and be a ‘digital first’ company, operators need to live up and deliver on consumers’ 
expectations on what it means to be ‘digital first’.

Speed of operation (30%) and speed of resolution (26%) were voted the top 
two attributes of a ‘digital first’ company.

Speed of operation and the ‘ability to consume and enjoy new services quickly and easily’ covers a wide 
range of areas. Product launches, fast time to market with innovative offers, new partner on-boarding 
and service roll out all impact this area. 

This has a significant impact on the systems and processes operators use to be ‘digital first’.

3. What must operators do to seize the opportunity?

Although only by a small difference, most respondents consider the speed of operation 

to be the aspect which is most important in being ‘digital first’
Sapio Research

30%
26%

23%
20%

Digital service 
innovation: being 
bold and having 
the confidence to 
frequently launch new 
services

Digital service choice /
variety: the ability 
to receive targeted, 
personalised ongoing      
new offers & services

“Based on the above definition of ‘digital first’, pick one aspect 
of a company being ‘digital first’ that is most important to you?

”                                                                     (Base 1620)

Speed of operation: 
the ability to consume 
and enjoy new 
services quickly and 
efficiently

Speed of resolution: 
the ability to recieve 
help and support 
quickly and painlessly 
through self-help 
digital channels

figure 12
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Mobile operators are fighting back. For several years they were told that the OTTs were going to eat 
their lunch with one eye on their dinner as well. Operators struggled with legacy systems and processes 
as they strived to become digital service providers. They wanted to sell a wider range of services to their 
customers and change how they operate to move from shops and call centres to digital channels. Many 
have invested in changing to become digital service providers.

It would seem that the effort and hard work is starting to pay off. 

Operators are no longer ‘digital also-rans’. Their consumers see them as digital first companies. 
Consumers are engaging through digital channels and they want more digital content and innovation 
from their operators.  

There is a clear opportunity for operators to offer a wider range of digital services to their consumers 
to increase engagement. But to do this at scale, they need to be digital-first and that means having the 
systems and process in order to take this opportunity to the next level. Which will be happening very 
soon with the roll out 5G.

4. Summary
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Openet provides the following products:
Openet Evolved Charging: Real-time convergent 
charging for digital and 5G services

Openet Policy Controller: Network policy control for 
next gen fixed, mobile and converged networks

Openet Data Fabric: Data management, data 
processing and data governance solution designed to 
collect and manage data at 5G volumes in real-time

Openet Forge: The digital enablement platform which 
contains Openet’s library of microservices, upon which 
all Openet products are provided.

Openet Digital Business Platform: End to end Digital 
BSS/OSS stack containing Openet & our partners’ 
products.

About Openet
Openet provides Digital BSS to enable service 
providers to create new revenues from digital services, 
improve customer engagement and be ready for the 
opportunities from 5G. Our solutions enable service 
providers to be more agile, innovative and enjoy a 
faster time to value.

From monetising content and data services over 4G 
to enabling innovative enterprise IoT offers over 5G, 
Openet’s Digital BSS offers a fast and agile alternative 
to the large legacy companies whose track record of 
over-charging and under delivering has resulted in high 
failure rates of large scale transformation projects. 

Since its foundation in 1999, Openet has been at the 
forefront of telecoms software development and 
innovation. Our success is personified by the many 
long-term relationships it has fostered with the largest, 
most progressive, and demanding operators across the 
globe. 

Our Solutions
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