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WHEN IoT MAKES
SENSE FOR MVNOs

CONTENTSAcross the globe, whoever you talk to in the mobile
industry, one topic of conversation crops up again
and again - the Internet of Things (IoT).

In Knect365’s latest MVNOs Market Survey, just
under half of respondents (48.4 per cent) named IoT
as the technology that would have the biggest
impact on the industry in 2018. More than two
thirds (68.8 per cent) said they would prioritise
investment in technology in the year ahead, with
IoT comfortably the biggest area of focus.

It is not difficult to understand why IoT attracts
such interest from the mobile industry. The central
concept of IoT is to turn electronic devices - from
home appliances to industrial sensors, machine
CPUs to public infrastructure - into networked
devices. Cellular technology is seen as the natural
solution to deliver machine-to-machine (M2M)
connectivity and data communication because it is
long-distance, universal and, of course, mobile.

Estimates of the growth of IoT vary, but all
anticipate enormous market opportunities. Gartner
predicts that the total number of connected devices
worldwide will more than double from 8.4 billion in
2017 to 20.4 billion in 2020. Business Insider puts
the potential number of connected devices in 2020
at 34 billion, of which 24 billion will be IoT devices.
Juniper Research believes by 2021 there will be 46
billion IoT devices alone.

Whatever the precise numbers, they all point to a
huge growth market, with a large slice of its value
available to network service providers. Total
spending on IoT endpoints and services is already
believed to exceed $2 trillion worldwide. The CAGR
of IoT as a value stream is predicted to remain at
around 30 per cent until at least the end of the
decade.

These are heady figures for a mobile market that
has been buffeted by falling margins for most of the

past decade, brought about by the transition from
voice to data markets, intense competition across
the value chain, retail and wholesale price
regulation, and the entry of OTT service providers
into mobile. 

Yet many in the mobile industry feel that IoT has
been the ‘next big thing’ for five years or more,
without any of the promised rewards materialising.
The progression towards ‘smart’ cities, homes and
industries, with advanced automation built around
extensive device networking, has been more
gradual evolution than revolution.

With the expected boom in demand for their
services not quite materialising, many mobile
businesses, and MVNOs in particular, have become
hesitant about how the IoT opportunity relates to
them. It sounds great, sure, but what does it mean in
practice? What will my place be in the IoT value
chain, and what do I need to change about my
business to take advantage of it? And, crucially,
when do I need to act?

In this report, we will answer these questions by
taking a closer look at the conditions that need to
be in place for IoT to make sense for MVNOs. We
will focus our discussion on three key areas -
market demand, network readiness and technology
- before asking what MVNOs themselves must do to
embrace IoT.

In doing this, we will summarise where some
of the best opportunities for MVNOs exist in
IoT, what differences in opportunity there
are from region to region, and how
MVNOs themselves can help to
remove some of the barriers they
face in entering the IoT
market.
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The IoT ecosystem is complex and evolving. As an umbrella
term, IoT covers dozens of different verticals in consumer,
business and public sector markets. Stakeholders range from
OEMs looking to embed connectivity into their devices and
appliances, to the radio network technologists developing the
infrastructure to support all of these new use cases.

Mobile businesses naturally want to confirm their position
in the value chain. But a precondition for building a sound

business proposition based on IoT is that there has to
be demand for what they offer. IoT is in different

stages of development across different markets
and different regions. Understanding the

opportunities available is the first step for an
MVNO deciding when the time is right to

adopt an IoT strategy.

The first thing is not to just assume
that there is demand for IoT
services in a location or a

vertical you can reach. A
significant proportion of the IoT

market is B2B, yet research from
Analysys Mason shows that 29 per cent

of SMEs, and 18 per cent of enterprises,
have yet to even hear about IoT. By

comparison, just 12 per cent of SMEs and 18 per
cent of large enterprises have operational IoT

solutions. Furthermore, a quarter of enterprises (23
per cent) report they have no plans to adopt IoT at

present.

Market research into who might be looking for IoT services and
what they require is therefore essential. Analysys Mason’s Tom
Rebbeck says these figures are a reminder that any IoT strategy
has to look long term because we are still in the early stage of
adoption. On the other hand, he also argues that a lack of
awareness of IoT points to plenty of untapped potential.

WHEN IS THE IoT MARKET
RIGHT FOR MVNOS?

Development of IoT is happening at
different rates across different parts
of the globe, so opportunities for
MVNOs will vary by region. Thandi
Demanet, Business Analyst at
TMForum’s IoE and Digital Ecosystem
Program, says Asia is leading the
way, driven largely by China, followed
by Europe and North America.

Rebbeck names the same three
regions, but says the USA is leading
the way in terms of the number of IoT
solutions deployed. He does agree,
however, that businesses in China are
showing a stronger interest in IoT
than elsewhere, which he believes
may suggest Chinese mobile
operators are doing a better job
marketing IoT solutions.

Growth sectors
As well as evolving at different rates
across different regions, certain
vertical markets are also at a more
advanced stage of IoT adoption than
others. Access to these sectors will
present the best IoT opportunities to
MVNOs. There will be a geographic
element to this too, as we see pockets
of early IoT adoption concentrated in
certain industries in certain regions.

Of the markets offering the best
opportunities to MVNOs at present,
Thandi Demanet says: “The most
mature sectors at the moment remain
manufacturing and
transport/logistics, but we are also
seeing a rise in consumer IoT
solutions being rolled out and
adopted”.

The connected vehicle market has
been compared to the emerging
smartphone market a decade ago,
potentially providing the single
biggest growth sector for mobile
operators for the years ahead.
According to Machina Research, it
could be a market worth US $253bn
by 2025.

A common application of IoT in
vehicles is telematics, which is
widely used in fleet management
across logistics and transportation
industries for monitoring and
controlling driver and vehicle
performance remotely. Berg Insight
calculates there will be 15 million
such systems in use by 2020.

An even more lucrative sector is the
so-called connected car industry,
which combines telematics and
remote diagnostics systems in
consumer vehicles with on-board
infotainment, navigation and
breakdown services. Gartner puts the
number of connected cars on the
roads by 2020 at 250 million. 

To date, a large proportion of the
connected car industry appears to be
concentrated in Europe. The GSMA
names five car manufacturers as
having adopted its latest eSIM remote
provisioning specification, which
allows interoperability between IoT
and consumer network connectivity.
Four of those, Jaguar Land Rover,
Renault Nissan, Scania and Volvo, are
based in Europe.

Similarly, German car giants BMW
and Daimler, owner of the Mercedes
and Smart Car brands, are known to
have signed deals with mobile
service providers to deliver
telematics and OTT solutions in their
vehicles.

In terms of investment, Verizon puts
the global manufacturing industry at
the top of the tree on IoT adoption.
Worldwide, manufacturing sectors
invested US $183bn into IoT in 2017,
up a huge 84 per cent from 2017. By
comparison, IoT investment in
automotive was up 40 per cent year
on year.

However, Verizon believes IoT
adoption in manufacturing is more
about quantity than quality at present
- using connectivity simply to collect
and track data, without much demand
for value-added services such as
analytics. For mobile operators, this
translates into a market looking
mainly for low bandwidth, low cost
data connections.

Another growth sector for IoT
identified by Verizon is utilities,
claiming that electricity, gas, water
and other energy suppliers invested a
combined US $66bn into IoT in 2017 -
up 41 per cent on the previous year.
One interesting use case arising out
of the utilities sector is the use of
networked drones for carrying out
tasks such as remote maintenance
surveillance, or surveying routes for
new pipelines. Goldman Sachs

estimates the drone IoT market could
be worth upwards of US $100bn over
five years.

The most common application of IoT
in the utilities sector, however, is
smart metering. By monitoring usage
at the customer end, smart meters are
contributing to innovative billing
solutions and more responsive
customer service, while they also
form the basis of building super
efficient, AI-managed ‘smart grids.’ 

Juniper Research agrees that smart
meters represent one of the major
growth areas for IoT applications, and
points to the USA as the biggest
market globally. However, there is a
cautionary tale here for how
regionally-dependent IoT
opportunities remain. Juniper picks
up on research which shows the
discrepancies in smart meter
penetration even state-to-state - in
2016, 15 US states had smart meters
installed in more than 50 per cent of
households, while the figure was less
than 5 per cent in 11 states.

Whichever sector opportunities are
spotted in, Daniel Neal, Chairman,
CEO and Founder of Kajeet and
Arterra Mobility, advises MVNOs to
specialise. “MVNOs should delve
deeply into a sub segment of a
vertical: learn it very well; engage
deeply; speak with people who know
who the buyers are; know what’s
going to change”, he said.

On that basis, the decision to form an
IoT strategy is not just a matter of
choosing between, say, automotive and
utilities. It is about understanding
where the niches are, and the
revenue streams, in one or the other -
do you specialise in connectivity for
drones? Or in billing services? Or in
offering data analytics?

By contrast, Craig Bachmann,
TMForum’s Senior Director for IoE
and Digital Business, believes MVNOs
entering the IoT market have to be
prepared to become part of a “mash
up” of interconnected services as we
evolve towards smart cities. “This is a
mash up of areas including smart
buildings, smart health and smart
energy”, he explains, where the best
opportunities might be found in
providing services across verticals.
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IS THE NETWORK READY TO DELIVER IoT SERVICES?

One part of the mobile ecosystem MVNOs
do not have control of is network. For
capacity, for bandwidth, for network speed,
MVNOs are at the mercy of operators to be
able to meet market demand.

With the number of global IoT connections
predicted to double or even triple in three
years or less, network resources are set to
come under an enormous strain. At
present, as Jacques Bonifay of Transatel
points out, available 3G and 4G networks
are meeting IoT demand. But that could
change quickly, and the amount of
investment currently being pumped into
new network technologies is recognition
of this.

Apart from the spike in demand created by
billions of new devices clamouring to
connect, IoT poses a number of other
challenges to cellular networks. Kim
Gibbons, Chief Marketing Officer at
NetNumber, describes IoT activity as
“bursty”, with sudden bursts of intense
activity followed by idle periods. This,
claims Gibbons, is problematic for current
hardware-based network infrastructure
designed for predictable voice and data
bandwidth demands.

“Traditional mobile network signaling
platforms with dedicated racks of
hardware will often go idle in IoT
implementations - yet at other times be
inundated with multiple IoT device usage
requests”, she explained. “Furthermore,

multiple signaling protocols, depending on
the IoT implementation, will require
multiple hardware installations at the core
of the network. Each protocol will require
its own space at the core network with
over-provisioning to accommodate
fluctuations in usage”.

Other issues relate to demand for low
latency connectivity, especially in mission
critical applications in areas like
healthcare, transportation and process
machinery control where even small time
lags can cause enormous safety risks. This
relates to the challenge of establishing
long-distance connections. For many
enterprises, the key benefits of IoT are
remote control and automation across
multinational operations, but the longer
the distance between two connected
points, the greater the risk of latency.

Innovation in network technology is being
driven by the desire to meet the challenge
of IoT. It is bearing fruit in a number of
different areas. The point for MVNOs is
where and when these solutions will come
to market, whether they will be made
available to MVNOs, and what changes in
operations and business models the new
network technologies might require.

In short, entering the IoT market might not
make sense to many MVNOs until there is
a network infrastructure in place that
allows them to meet growth in demand.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN NETWORK TECHNOLOGY

There is no shortage of effort and capital being invested into creating
cellular networks fit for an IoT future, and many innovations are
already coming to fruition. To accommodate the increased burden on
bandwidth availability, for example, network densification is an
approach that aims to create more spectrum and therefore more
bandwidth. 

One densification technique is to pool bandwidth across operators,
with smart devices switching between multiple networks to make
optimum use of resources.

In answer to demand for low latency long-distance connections that
overcome the problems of roaming associated with nation-centred
control of cellular networks, interest is growing in how global IMSI
ranges can be applied in IoT. 

Initially rolled out as a dedicated network for humanitarian relief
efforts in disaster zones when local cellular infrastructure has been
wiped out, a growing list of mobile players, including Transatel,
Plintron, Bics, MTX Connect, Teleena and Emnify, have applied for
licenses for global IMSI ranges.

With a large number of IoT devices such
as sensors and microcontrollers only
requiring low data rate connections, low
power wide area (LPWA) networks
promise to bear the load of many
millions, if not billions, of new units
coming online. 

As the collective name for these network
technologies suggests, they have the
advantage of delivering ultra low power
connections over large distances,
making them ideal for bringing remote
devices online in places other networks
cannot reach, powered by batteries that
can last for years.

Low cost, long distance, low data rate
LPWA connectivity is not a new idea, and
the majority of demand in M2M markets
has to date been met by ad hoc,
piecemeal unlicensed solutions. Now
two principal systems, narrowband IoT
(NB-IoT) and 4G LTE Cat-M1 (shortened to
LTE-M), are bringing M2M connection
back into the licensed spectrum.

By 2022, it is predicted that licensed
spectrum will account for more than half
of LPWA connections, creating a major
new revenue stream for operators. As a
result, Juniper Research predicts the low
power M2M connectivity market will
enjoy a CAGR of 174 per cent over the
next four years.

However, what sort of opportunity LPWA
will offer for MVNOs remains to be seen.
At present, LTE-M and NB-IoT are
available in just 25 countries worldwide.
Understandable in a market with very
low unit costs where scale is everything,
it is dominated by large carriers. 

For the likes of Verizon and AT&T, which
have both upgraded their entire 4G-LTE
networks in the US to be LTE-M capable,
the millions of  IoT connections they can
add to their existing revenues will make
the project worthwhile. But with unit
costs so low, the viability of a wholesale
LGWA market, and the margins MVNOs
could gain from fragmented operations,
is questionable.
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So should MVNOs be waiting until the time is right to embrace the IoT opportunity, when
network technologies like LPWA and 5G have reached full maturity and can meet the full
market demand?

Not according to Sreenivas V, CFO at Plintron, who believes there is more than enough
market opportunity at present. “Despite the buzz around 5G and LPWA, the fact is that the

vast majority of connections in the IoT space on cellular technologies are on LTE, 3G
and 2G”, he said.

“Telecom operators all over the world have invested heavily in their existing
networks and spectrum – and foresee an active role even for 3G and 2G

networks for the next few years. Hence, there is active deployment of IoT
devices on the existing MNO networks – while they are investing in

building 5G and LPWA networks alongside.

“For several use cases, including location tracking, personal
security, alarms, fleet management, logistics and telemetry –

data speeds are not critical and can be easily met through
existing LTE and 3G networks. While LPWA is an

attractive proposition for these verticals, the markets
are showing fast growth with the existing

networks.

“The device ecosystem today is also
heavily geared towards devices that

support current networks. The 5G
ecosystem is very nascent and the

number of LPWA supporting
devices is still relatively

small, although it is
growing”.

If LPWA offers a solution for connecting the worker drones
of IoT - the sensors, the monitors, the actuators - then 5G is
widely anticipated as the solution required to connect
everything else. Indeed, with the arrival of 5G, talk has
even switched from the Internet of Things to the Internet
of Everything. 

With IoE, smart appliances and machines are imagined as
part of an even broader network that also includes all
consumer devices - smartphones, tablets but also all PCs,
laptops, office computers and more - which are all linked
with always-on connectivity on cellular networks.

The vision has arisen because 5G offers unprecedented
bandwidth, capacity and network speeds - tests are
playing with download speeds in the range of 1Gbps to
10Gbps, as much as 100 times faster than current 4G-LTE,
with some reports of speeds up to 70Gbps. Using Massive
MIMO signalling technology, it is estimated that 5G will
offer at least a 50-fold increase in capacity without the
need for more spectrum. It also promises the low latency
levels needed to ensure safety in mission critical
connections, for example for surgeons carrying out remote

robotic surgery, or control of driverless cars.

In summary, 5G promises high performance, high capacity,
stable cellular connectivity that is anticipated to be able to
handle massive demand for almost every use case
imaginable. It is understandably therefore huge news in
the mobile industry, as it opens the door to enormous new
market opportunities.

However, 5G is even further behind LGWA in terms of roll
out. Across the world, 72 networks are testing 5G at
present, with 28 confirming firm plans for commercial
trials. Although Etisalat and Ooredoo have launched
limited pre-commercial 5G services in the Middle East, the
first complete roll outs are expected in South Korea, Japan,
China and the USA in late 2018 at the earliest, with the
likes of the UK expected to follow 12 to 18 months later.

In some parts of the world, MVNOs face a considerable
wait for 5G to arrive. And even then, it is expected that
market saturation will take time, especially as continued
developments of 4G-LTE bring better and better network
services to the consumer market in particular.

As big as the IoT opportunity is for MVNOs, it is a very
different kind of market to the one they have traditionally
occupied. From a relatively narrow focus on selling voice
and data packages to a mostly consumer audience, IoT opens
up the cellular market to a vastly expanded range of use
cases from a hugely diverse range of potential customers.

In certain ways, the agility of MVNOs is an advantage, as
they are used to responding rapidly to shifting market
demand. But the market diversification IoT is bringing
about is unlike anything that has gone before. MVNOs are
having to adapt to deliver new services to new audiences
based on new business models in what is already a highly
competitive market.

It is unrealistic to expect MVNOs to be able to switch
focus to such a vast and different market as IoT without a
helping hand. This helping hand most obviously takes
the form of innovations in new technology. We have seen
how new network technologies are emerging which will
help mobile markets evolve to meet IoT demand. But
there are others already out in the wild which are offering
specific competitive advantages to MVNOs looking to
enter the IoT market.

As Sreenivas V of Plintron puts it - “In IoT, as in the MVNO
space, technology is often the differentiator”.

HOW WILL TECHNOLOGY HELP MVNOS MEET IoT DEMAND?

VIRTUALISATION AND DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION

5G

A WAITING GAME?
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First and foremost, Sreenivas sees cloud technology as a
key enabler for MVNOs looking for traction in the IoT
space. “To succeed in the IoT market, MVNOs must be
able to scale up very quickly, and on an ‘on demand’
basis”, he said. 

“With ARPUs of devices at a level much below the ARPU
of subscribers, MVNOs cannot afford expensive on-
premise deployments or invest in building capacity
upfront with heavy capital expenditure. A cloud hosted
model comes with pay-as-you-grow pricing and allows
the MVNO to scale up quickly to practically any capacity
in terms of processing and storage”.

Many MVNOs have already adopted cloud-based, internet
only business models, and indeed there is a lot of synergy
between the MVNO role in the mobile value chain and the
agility a cloud service model affords. But digital
transformation is also taking place at a deeper level
across the mobile ecosystem, and in way which can
specifically benefit MVNOs in the IoT market.

Network virtualisation is a process that has started with
4G-LTE and will be complete with the roll out of 5G. The
relevant case study for the impact of virtualisation is cloud
computing, which has revolutionised the way software,
computing platforms and even entire system infrastructures
are developed, packaged and brought to market.

As with cloud computing, network virtualisation will free
services from the restrictions of physical infrastructure.
Single networks can be sliced and scaled to carry
multiple services at once, with resources pooled and
shared between providers. This is a key reason why 5G
will be able to to deliver vastly increased capacity and
network speeds, and why it is seen as so important to
meeting future IoT demand.

A crucial point for MVNOs is that virtualisation hands back
a degree of control over what services can be provided
over a network. Traditionally, adding a new service to a
network has required new applications to be physically
installed on network equipment, and therefore has been
completely controlled by MNOs and their engineers.

On a virtualised network, all of this can be done remotely
using software, with no limitation on physical location.
Wolter Lemstra, Associate Professor at the Strategy
Centre at Nyenrode Business University, said: “Today’s

MVNOs can take advantage of niche markets but the
service they offer is only what the mobile operator can
provide. If you give them access to APIs in 5G they can
tweak and bundle mobility with IT services and therefore
offer more”.

Virtualisation therefore hands MVNOs new opportunities
to develop and bring services to market quickly and
cheaply, diversifying and adding value to their offerings.
With ARPUs in IoT lower than in consumer markets
anyway, this shift from connectivity as a product to
connectivity as a service is viewed as crucial for making
IoT markets viable for smaller, niche players.

MVNOs are well placed to take advantage of a virtualised
market, and there is an argument that virtualisation
encourages the MVNO model. As businesses that to
different extents have already embraced cloud technology
and as-a-service business models, MVNOs are already well
down the road of digital transformation, while a cloud-
based business infrastructure sets them up to respond
rapidly to market demand and compete in new niches.

However, as Paul Gowans, Wireless Strategy Director at
Viavi says, MVNOs and other service providers will face
new complexities and have to develop new skill sets in
new technical areas, such as application programming, to
make the most of virtualisation. This may well lead to
further growth in the MVNE market, as demand for while
label application development increases.

David Traynor, CMO at Aspider-NGI, also highlights real-
time rating and PCEF/pGW as two specific technical
areas where MVNOs will need help from specialist
providers to take advantage of IoT opportunities. “Most
MVNOs don’t have the skills in these core components
and hence turn to players like Kore and Cubic (and us) for
their IoT infrastructure”, he said.

Dynamic rule-based rating, pricing and policy controls
allow operators to manage revenue streams across
multiple services, for example by automatically applying
different tariffs for applications with different data use
rates. Cam Cullen, Vice President of Global Marketing at
Procera Networks, also argues that these technologies
can help providers maximise revenues from multiple
services by dynamically prioritising high-value traffic
when required, even across multiple network protocols. 



So far we have looked at external factors
which might influence how good an
opportunity IoT is for MVNOs - market
demand, network readiness, and new
technology. But the final question MVNOs
must ask themselves when deciding on an
IoT strategy is all about their own
readiness - what must an MVNO do to
become an MVIoT? When is the MVNO
market ready for IoT?

Thandi Demanet of the TMForum sums up
the task facing MVNOs in getting ready for
IoT as follows: “For most, the challenge will
be in finding their place in the ecosystem
of stakeholders, delivering an IoT solution
end-to-end, managing and maintaining
their role, and successfully monetizing it”. 

“The communications service provider
(CSP) can take on several different roles in
different business scenarios, so the
business revenue models will vary; this
offers them great opportunities, as well as
presenting challenges. Internally, they will
need to rethink their organisation, looking
at more than technology assets. 

“MVNOs have an advantage here as they
are generally more agile, smaller
organisations, which can focus and
specialise to provide exceptional customer
service. The stakeholder in the ecosystem
who manages the customer relationship
will have to deal with the risks but will also
benefit from the rewards of taking on this

role, and the CSP/MVNO is well positioned
to take it on.

“IoT remains a huge opportunity for
MVNOs. The business and monetization
models will change and vary in line with the
various ecosystems the company
integrates; BSS will become more complex,
but those who are adaptable in terms of
culture, who have strong, innovative and
visionary leadership, and those who focus
on the customer, as both partner and end-
user, will thrive. 

“MVNOs have the opportunity to be
valuable partners of traditional operators
as well in the IoT arena. Success will rely
on the company’s ability to make itself
valuable and indispensable to its partners”.

The key themes Demanet raises, agility,
service provision and partnerships, are
picked up by Plintron’s Sreenivas V.
“MVNOs must evolve beyond connectivity
and become end-to-end service providers
in the IoT space”, he said. “For MVNOs
already serving enterprises, with a
converged offering including a technology
offering, investing in and serving the IoT
market is a logical choice. The investments
required will be relatively lower”. 

“Starting off by providing connectivity,
these MVNOs can quickly build additional
IoT offerings, analytics capabilities, device
management and the like. Their existing

enterprise customer base itself may be a
strong source of initial business in IoT”.

Jacques Bonifay of Transatel agrees that a
change of mindset is crucial for MVNOs
looking to enter the IoT market, and David
Traynor gives a reason why: “Today’s
MVNO are very B2C centric and many don’t
understand the IoT needs, which are
almost totally B2B2B”.

That change of mindset may well include
operating more like MVNEs than the retail-
focused MVNOs of today, especially when
it comes to providing IoT services to
enterprises. “BMW and Audi want to
become an MVNO, not to sell phone
service, but to be able to control the
network independent of country and
carrier”, said Traynor. 

“Various analysts have been predicting that
20 per cent of the larger corporates would
become MVNOs to support their own
internal applications and their own IoT
plays. [Traditional MVNOs] have to become
more of an MVNE and provide more open
access to services since these will no
longer be consumed by internal resources”. 

“Productising these services takes a lot of
work – the transition to a packaged
product company can be a huge hurdle for
them – and many take the easy route to
integration and professional services”.

WHENIS AN MVNO READY TO DELIVER IoT SERVICES?

Another key technology identified by both
Plintron’s Sreenivas V and David Traynor of
Aspider-NGI as crucial in helping MVNOs move
into the IoT market is embedded SIM, or eSIM. 

Commenting on MVNOs Plintron has worked with,
Sreenivas said: “While still nascent, we see
MVNOs adopting eSIM heavily. Because of the
nature of their operations in IoT markets, it
becomes necessary to provision SIM cards over
the air. Traditionally, MVNOs have required their
customers to swap SIM cards – this is not
possible in an IoT deployment”. 

“The device may run in a remote location,
untouched and inaccessible for many years. In
such a scenario, if MVNOs are to tap into this
opportunity, it becomes critical to adopt eSIM and
start partnering with various players in the larger
IoT ecosystem”.

The eSIM is seen as a natural partner to IoT.
Suresh Kumar, Senior Chief Engineer at Samsung,
said: “IoT is the future, and the eSIM is the entity
which would drive for the success of IoT. The
horizontal deployment of these two technologies
combined will have a huge impact on the whole
telecom industry as well as the end consumer; the
integration of communications and identity plays
a major role in providing any successful service”.

If network virtualisation frees service provision
from the constraints of physical infrastructure,
eSIM frees identification and gateway control
from the constraints of a physical, removable SIM
card. As Sreenivas points out, they key is remote
provisioning, the ability to switch network providers
and deliver access to services over the air.

The flexibility this offers is mainly viewed as
benefitting end users and OEM device vendors. If
you are installing sensors in remote locations, for
example in underground pipes or deep in the midst
of plant machinery, you don’t want to have to incur
the time and expense of recovering a physical SIM
every time you need to update a service.

Equally, device manufacturers ship products all

over the world, and if they need to start thinking
about installing different SIMs to connect to
different networks for each market, it adds a lot of
complexity to the supply chain. Remote
provisioning using eSIM solves this, network
connections can be set up over the air when the
product arrives.

The eSIM has enjoyed particularly swift adoption
in the automotive connected car and transport
fleet management industries for a similar reason.
Remote provisioning solves the problem of
roaming, as eSIMs can be automatically set up to
switch network provider wherever the vehicle goes.

There is concern that the eSIM is pushing
operators out of the mobile value chain. The
physical SIM has always been the key to mobile
providers controlling the connectivity market, as it
ties customers into proprietary network access.
Because the eSIM is operator agnostic, meaning
in theory anyone has the means to provision a
network connection, the role of a third party
gatekeeper controlling access is not necessary -
OEMs, vendors and large enterprise end users can
do the job themselves.

While it may eventually be the case that, in
consumer mobile markets, eSIM leads to MNOs
taking more of a backseat as wholesale network
providers rather than connectivity retailers, IoT is
a different scenario altogether. 

The point made about virtualisation enabling
companies to innovate with a wider range of
value-added services applies here - IoT end users
need more than just connectivity, they need security,
they need systems management, they need analytics,
they need rating and policy control solutions. 

Like virtualisation, the eSIM improves the
opportunities for MVNOs to deliver these services.
Network connections are not the only thing that
can be provisioned remotely via eSIM, the same
GSMA protocols can also be used to install and
stage applications. In other words, MVNOs have a
means of delivering service software via the cloud
straight to individual devices. 
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If market opportunities for MVNOs involve looking past
connectivity and taking on more of a wholesale enabling
or business services role supplying solutions in support
of IoT deployments, what exactly do these solutions look
like, and how can they be monetised?

It would be impossible to list all possible IoT service
solutions, as they will vary according to all the many tens
of thousands of use cases that can be found for IoT, with a
great number of very specific and niche requirements.
But key areas, as we have mentioned earlier, will include
security, business platform management, billing, rating
and policy control, plus things like managing roaming
and operator provisioning for automotive and other
vehicle use cases.

Another important service area will be data analytics.
Data collection and communication is one of the core
purposes of IoT, and businesses which adopt IoT systems
want to be able to harness data to drive improvements in
business performance.

But as Verizon points out, the vast streams of data
generated by complex, fragmented IoT systems are no
use if they cannot be efficiently managed and turned into
actionable intelligence. Verizon is so confident this
represents a major revenue source within IoT that it has
created its own open development IoT management
platforms to market to MVIoTs, helping them develop and
deliver their own services. 

Confirming Verizon’s confidence, the IoT platform market
is predicted to be worth $1.16bn by 2020.

If PaaS business models represent a sound bet if you are
looking for revenue opportunities at the first ‘B’ in the
B2B2B IoT value chain, then apps may provide the
solution at the next level up. The AppVNO model is
something that has emerged in the traditional consumer
mobile market, with fully digital MVNOs looking to cash
in on the OTT messaging trend with app-based call, text
and data services.

Something similar to the AppVNO model may work in IoT.
Roger Dewey of Able Device, who has written about the
opportunity to use eSIM to provision service applications
directly on a device, refers to a business model he calls
the ‘IoT App Store’ - essentially the same as AppVNO but
providing support services for IoT. Revenue streams from
this could include app sales, OTA fees for provisioning
and updates, and platform maintenance.

There is also evidence to suggest that, once developed,
IoT service platforms and apps offer plenty of scope to be
repurposed across many different use cases. Yuantel,
China’s second biggest MVNO, has pioneered a number of
IoT projects in the country. One platform it developed to
provide connectivity for bike sharing services promises
to be transferable across numerous different scenarios.
This kind of flexibility maximises returns on investments
made in new product and service technology.

MONETISING IoT SERVICES

So when does IoT make sense to MVNOs? Is
the promise of IoT finally coming to fruition,
or is it a case of sit tight and wait until the
market matures and the network evolves?
After all of this talk, is IoT even an area where
MVNOs can look to profit?

The industry insiders we spoke to in
compiling this report are unanimous - the
time for MVNOs to act on IoT is now. Thandi
Damenet of TMForum said: “[IoT] is no longer
a proof of concept - the innovators, the
disruptors, the forward-thinkers, who were
the first to invest in IoT solutions have now
clearly demonstrated the ROI and are
investing more, while others are seeing the
results as well and adopting IoT themselves”.

A market with a present global market value
of $2bn suggests as much.

Several MVNEs who already provide IoT
services to the mobile industry are among
those who see enough demand to know IoT is
no longer a futuristic dream. While new
technologies that will help IoT grow and
evolve are in the early stages, present
capabilities are still more than enough to give
MVNOs plenty of options and assistance.

Sreenivas V at Plintron said: “Absolutely, the
IoT market is ready for MVNOs! At Plintron,
we have been launching IoT businesses since
2016 and continue to see a lot of interest
among MVNOs across the world to cater for
the IoT market.

“IoT is a fast evolving business with new use
cases and new technologies continuously
coming to market. The relative dynamism of
the IoT business suits MVNOs, who are
accustomed to a highly dynamic operating

environment, with its cost pressures, shifting
consumer preferences, regulatory changes
and need to be continuously competitive and
financially solvent”.

Transatel’s Jacque Bonifay agreed, pointing
out that his company already has well
established operations catering for three IoT
verticals - automotive, industrial IoT and
‘always-on’ connectivity for laptops and
tablets, on which it has partnered with
Microsoft.

Opportunities will of course be determined by
regional differences, with current IoT
markets most mature in the USA, Europe,
China and south-east Asia. These differences
will also be stretched by different rates of roll
out for LPWA, 5G and eSIM, and by local
concentrations of sectors and enterprises
that are quick to embrace IoT.

MVNOs will also need a change in approach
and strategy to get ahead in IoT. As David
Traynor at Aspider-NGI puts it, “applying
traditional wholesale voice pricing to IoT will
just not work”. IoT is a completely different
market, vastly more complex and fragmented
than commercial voice and data services. The
majority of the opportunities will be B2B
rather than B2C, and MVNOs will have to
think beyond connectivity towards service
provision to gain a place in the value chain.

Yet with their expertise in cellular markets,
their agility and their digital-first business
models, MVNOs already have the core
ingredients to respond to IoT demand for
connectivity services fastest and bring
innovative solutions to market. The demand
is out there. It is now up to MVNOs to
embrace it.

SUMMARY
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