
The telecommunications industry’s performance 
remains split between infrastructure companies, 
which have seen valuations skyrocket, and telecom 

operators, which have not realized the same upside benefit 
despite the vital role they play in keeping business and 
society connected through good times and bad. 

Infrastructure companies that erect and operate cell towers 
were among the industry’s top value creators. In our analy-
sis of the telecom industry for BCG’s 2022 Value Creators 
report, infrastructure companies outdistanced telecom, 
wireless, and cable operators in five-year average annual 
total shareholder return (TSR).

The two groups will have to continue to pursue different 
paths if they are to grow their business and retain or 
advance their value in the future. The hit that infrastruc-
ture companies took from a volatile early 2022 stock 
market underscores the need for those businesses to 

continue to look for ways to evolve and grow in order to 
retain value. For starters, infrastructure companies need 
to increase tenancy ratios for existing assets. To grow, 
they need to find new, financially attractive projects to 
invest in, including projects that help them expand into 
related businesses. And they need to optimize and auto-
mate provisioning and maintenance of their existing 
networks, and adopt a digital-first approach throughout 
their operations.

Telecom operators must modernize by adopting artificial 
intelligence (AI) throughout their operations, establishing 
digital and sustainable business practices, and rolling out 
improved networks and new services. In addition, they 
should explore partnerships to expand into adjacent ser-
vices. Those actions can make operators more attractive to 
customers and other stakeholders and put them on a path 
to stronger value creation. 

The 2022 Telecommunications Value Creators Report

In Telecom, Tower Companies Soared 
While Operators Struggled
By Franck Luisada, Vaishali Rastogi, Maikel Wilms, Simon Bamberger, Michaela Novakov, 

and Hady Farag

Infrastructure players and telcos are forging different paths to create 
shareholder return, but both sectors are automating, modernizing, 
and adopting digital throughout their operations.
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While Infrastructure Assets Soared, Telecom 
Operators Struggled

Infrastructure players, including companies created from 
carve-outs from telecom businesses, often have simpler 
business models, streamlined operations, higher profits, 
and more stable cash flow than traditional telecom opera-
tors, all of which contribute to value creation. Although 
only 8 of the 60 companies analyzed in our Value Creators 
report are infrastructure players, they made up half of our 
list of the top 10 telecom companies for TSR. (See Exhibit 
1.) Since 2016, infrastructure companies more than dou-
bled their share of the aggregate market value of all tele-
com companies in our sample, to 13%. (See Exhibit 2.)

Infrastructure companies in our sample posted an aggre-
gate median five-year annual TSR of 24%, almost twice the 
cross-industry median TSR of 13% and more than three 
times the 7% aggregate median TSR for telecom operators. 
Because telecom and other operator companies signifi-
cantly outnumbered infrastructure companies in our sam-
ple, the overall median five-year TSR for the telecom indus-
try improved only slightly, from 6.3% in 2019 to 7.2% in 
2021. As the TSR performance of many industries im-
proved substantially on the back of a strong 2021 market, 
telecom lost ground, dropping from 28th among the 33 
industries in 2019 to 29th in 2021. The industry outper-
formed only automotive OEMs, automotive components, 

travel and tourism, and oil—four industries that experi-
enced severe pandemic-era financial challenges. Still, over 
the past five years, 60% of the telecom companies in our 
sample delivered at least some increase in market value. 
(See Exhibit 3.)

Telecom Value Standouts

The value that infrastructure companies have created from 
simplified business models, streamlined operations, and 
steady cash flow have attracted an array of investors. 
Funders have financed or acquired ownership interest in 
operator-owned independent business units and industrial 
tower companies. Infrastructure valuations increased as 
global investment firms such as KKR made acquisitions in 
the segment, and pension funds and insurance companies 
such as Allianz bought into infrastructure stocks to take 
advantage of their stable returns. In addition to funding 
tower companies, private equity firms and other funders 
are actively investing in purveyors of fiber, data centers, 
and undersea cables for telecom networks.

If infrastructure companies are the telecom industry’s 
bright spot, one of the brightest stars has been Cellnex 
Telecom. The Spanish company operates 71,000 cell tow-
ers throughout Europe, and from 2016 to 2021 had an 
average five-year annual TSR of 40%, topping our list.

Rank Company Headquarters Market segment
Average five-year
annual TSR (%)

Market value
($billions)

1 Cellnex Telecom Spain Infrastructure 40 40

2 SBA Communications US Infrastructure 31 42

3

4

5

American Tower US Infrastructure 25 133

6

Cable One US Cable operator 24 11

7

Infrastructure Wireless Italiane Italy Infrastructure 24 12

8

Crown Castle International US Infrastructure 23 90

9

Globe Telecom Philippines Telecom operator 23 9

10

Bharti Airtel India Telecom operator 21 54

Safaricom Kenya Telecom operator 20 13

Tele2 Sweden Telecom operator 19 10

Sources: S&P Global Market Intelligence; annual reports; BCG analysis.

Note: Average five-year annual TSR calculated from December 31, 2016, to December 31, 2021; market value calculated as of December 31, 2021; 
sample includes 60 companies.

Exhibit 1 - Infrastructure Players Dominated the Top 10 
Telecommunications Companies for TSR
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MARKET VALUE CHANGE, 2016 TO 2021 (%) ABSOLUTE MARKET VALUE CHANGE FOR LEADERS COMPARED WITH THE OVERALL 
TELECOM GROUP, 2016 TO 2021 ($BILLIONS)
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Sources: S&P Global Market Intelligence; annual reports; BCG analysis.

Note: Market value change calculated from December 31, 2016, to December 31, 2021; sample includes 60 companies. 

Exhibit 3 - 60% of Telecom Companies Saw Their Market Value 
Increase During the Past Five Years, and the Top 5 Substantially 
Outperformed the Industry
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Infrastructure companies surpassed telecom 
companies for top TSR …

… and doubled their share of total telecom 
market value 

Telecom operators Infrastructure companies

Sources: S&P Global Market Intelligence; annual reports; BCG analysis.

Note: Total market value change calculated from December 31, 2016, to December 31, 2021; sample includes 60 companies.

Exhibit 2 - Infrastructure Players Solidified Their Position as Top  
Value Creators
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By contrast, traditional telecom operators struggled to 
create value. Regulated prices limit telecoms’ ability to 
raise rates. In addition, many operators refrained from 
raising prices during the pandemic, when the world de-
pended on them to stay connected. Industry experts esti-
mate that telecoms lost billions of dollars in revenue from 
lower roaming charges as people stopped traveling. At the 
beginning of the pandemic, revenue from traditional ser-
vices fell by 3% even as internet traffic increased by 47%.

Still, some telecom operators remain standouts. Our list of 
the top 10 telecom value creators includes four: Globe 
Telecom, which grew by offering adjacent services and on 
the strength of its Mynt fintech startup and other partner-
ships; Bharti Airtel, which improved its core business 
through better pricing and customer service; Safaricom, 
which expanded its business by providing adjacent services 
such as payments; and Tele2, which used a recent 5G 
upgrade to improve its service. Bharti and some other 
telecom operators also added short-term value by spinning 
off an infrastructure business or selling a partial interest in 
such a business to an investment or joint venture partner. 

Given their large average size, telecom operators continued 
to lead other companies in the industry in terms of the 
absolute value they created during the five-year period we 
studied. T-Mobile US topped the list, generating $97 billion 
in additional market value from 2016 to 2021.

How the Telecom Industry Can Create Value in 
the Future

The diverging outlooks that telecom infrastructure compa-
nies and operators face will lead them to pursue different 
paths to retain or add value in the future. 

Infrastructure companies must continue to improve 
networks, coverage area, and service. The capital pour-
ing into infrastructure companies is buoying their valua-
tions. But rising interest rates could cause investment 
firms, pension funds, and other current and potential 
backers to look elsewhere for better returns. To remain 
attractive, infrastructure companies should take action on 
several fronts:

• Find investment opportunities. As the field expands, 
competition has made it more challenging for infra-
structure owners to find towers to add to their portfolios. 
Attractive opportunities are still out there, but to come 
out on top, companies must position themselves well 
and be smart about how they bid. When looking for 
opportunities to grow, companies should evaluate the 
benefits of expanding their holdings to include related 
assets such as fiber, data centers, and undersea cables. 

• Manage clients’ operations. As opportunities to 
increase value through new builds or acquisitions be-
come less frequent in some regions, tower companies in 
those areas have to look for other ways to add value. One 
option is to expand into managing the active layers of 
the networks that run on their hardware—specifically, to 
manage active radio access network (RAN) equipment. 
Mobile operators own this equipment, but increasing 
numbers of them are outsourcing the business of run-
ning it in order to focus on higher-value operations and 
to fund 5G network expansion. Revenue from managing 
RAN assets could fund companies’ other ventures.

• Digitize value chains to improve service. If tower 
companies assume responsibility for managing RAN 
assets or other aspects of their mobile clients’ business, 
upgrading to digital for those operations can unlock 
substantial value through reduced costs and improved 
service and customer experience. An upgrade to digital 
can also create additional avenues for future growth. 

Telecom operators need to modernize to operate 
more efficiently, and offer new services. Telecom com-
panies face multiple challenges to value creation, including 
regulatory hurdles, the need to increase utilization of 
existing mobile and fixed network assets, and the need to 
invest in 5G before having a clear picture of how it will 
generate revenue. Operators must also replace aging cop-
per networks with fiber to provide customers with better 
bandwidth, durability, range, and speed. 

For telecom operators, there is no single path to follow in 
meeting these challenges. Instead, they should consider 
taking action on a short list of must-dos, along with other 
options:

• Digitize and radically simplify internal operations. 
Accelerating the transformation to digital and becoming 
bionic companies are key steps that telecoms can take 
to create value, and cost pressures are among the chief 
factors moving companies to do so. (See Exhibit 4.) To 
transform, operators need clear goals that are tied to 
business outcomes, leaders who are committed and 
engaged, and talent with the right skills working on the 
initiative. (See Exhibit 5.) They also need to adopt mod-
ern, scalable systems, agile ways of working that acceler-
ate change, and data-backed metrics to measure results.

• Employ next-generation personalization and AI. 
Another must for telecom operators is to adopt ad-
vanced personalization and AI to improve network plan-
ning and network operations. Using AI and extensive 
network probes ensures that operators deploy networks 
in the best way possible, and helps prevent outages. 
Adopting AI also enables operators to customize offers 

https://www.bcg.com/publications/2022/towercos-explore-new-avenues-for-growth
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2021/copper-networks-fiber-optic-network-shift
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2021/copper-networks-fiber-optic-network-shift
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2020/increasing-odds-of-success-in-digital-transformation
https://www.bcg.com/en-cz/capabilities/digital-technology-data/bionic-company
https://www.bcg.com/capabilities/digital-technology-data/agile
https://www.bcg.com/capabilities/digital-technology-data/artificial-intelligence
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Integrate strategy with clear 
goals for the transformation

Tie the why, what, and how of the 
strategy to business outcomes

Get top leaders to commit, from
CEO through middle managers

Insist that leaders make the
transformation a priority, stay engaged, 

and be accountable for outcomes

Deploy high-caliber talent
Find people with the most relevant 
skills, and free them to work on the 

transformation

Adopt an agile mindset to accelerate change
Introduce new ways of working—including 

cross-functional teams, perseverance, and the 
ability to quickly learn from failure—to address 
roadblocks and changing business conditions

Monitor progress toward
defined outcomes

Establish processes, targets, and 
metrics for measuring results

Use modular technology and data platforms
Use modern, fit-for-purpose architecture to 

enable secure scalable performance,
rapid change deployment, and seamless 

ecosystem integration

Sources: 2021 BCG Global Digital Transformation Survey; BCG analysis.

Exhibit 5 - Telecom Operators Can Take Six Steps to Achieve Their 
Digital Transformation Goals
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Note: Because of rounding, the sum of the five bar values shown does not equal 100%.
1The indirect effects of COVID-19 are likely to be reflected across all drivers.

Exhibit 4 - Telecom Operators Should Accelerate Their Transformation 
to Digital, an Upgrade They Say Factors Other Than the Pandemic Are 
Driving
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and provide better customer service. By tailoring of-
ferings to what customers want, companies minimize 
churn and improve price realization, developing more 
effective discounting structures and price management. 

• Increase sustainability. As the world gobbles up more 
data, it has turned the telecom industry into a significant 
producer of greenhouse gas emissions. By incorporat-
ing more digital and sustainable practices across their 
operations and supply chain, telecom operators can 
improve their sustainability and help their customers do 
the same. (See Exhibit 6.)

• Map out a fiber strategy. Telecom operators that re-
place aging copper networks with fiber can build reliable 
fiber-to-the-home (FTTH) networks that yield higher 
average revenue per unit and lower operating costs. 
Depending on their location, operators may be able to 
tap into government subsidies, such as those included in 
the $1 trillion US infrastructure law passed in late 2021, 
to offset upgrade costs.

• Consider working with partners to offer 5G. Al-
though companies know that they must deploy costly 
5G networks, they will have to determine how to do so in 
a way that maximizes their return on investment. One 
option is to work with partners to monetize 5G. Once 
operators roll out commercial networks, they can com-
bine 5G with innovations such as edge computing for 
both enterprise uses (including Industry 4.0 services and 
industrial automation) and consumer uses (including 
connected stadiums and gaming).

To keep creating value, telecom infrastructure compa-
nies must continue to innovate and evolve their busi-

ness model to digitize processes, optimize networks, ex-
pand coverage and services, and provide high-quality 
service. For full-service operators, digitization will be a key 
driver of profitable growth, along with solid strategies for 
5G, fiber rollout, and sustainability.

GROSS TONS

As CO2e emissions in the information and 
communications technology sector are 
projected to increase …

… telecom companies should take steps to 
improve their sustainability and help 
customers do the same
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· Define internal sustainability goals and targets

· Develop a sustainability agenda: identify, prioritize, 
and detail key actions to take to achieve 
sustainability goals

· Make the supply chain more sustainable by 
encouraging energy suppliers and other vendors to 
adopt eco-friendly practices

· Develop sustainable services for B2B and B2C 
customers, including smart sensors, other “smart 
city” offerings, and electronics recycling

Sources: Information communications and technology industry emissions data from Belkhir & Elmeligi (2018), Malmodin & Lundén (2018), Masanet, 
Shehabi et al. (2020), Andrae & Edler (2015), and C. Freitag (2020); global emissions data from EDGAR, FAO, and UNFCC; BCG analysis.

Note: Future emissions growth could be slowed by further efficiency improvements and increased share of renewables in the energy consumption 
mix. CO2e = carbon dioxide equivalent.

Exhibit 6 - Telecom Companies Should Adopt Sustainability Strategies 
to Mitigate Rising CO2 Emissions

https://www.bcg.com/publications/2021/smart-pricing-authority-benefits
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2021/why-telcos-companies-need-an-updated-edge-strategy


Telecom operators must  
modernize by adopting AI  
throughout their operations.
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