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When the world moved from onsite to online, telecom operators 
helped it adapt. They provided the connectivity that fueled new 
models for commerce and education. And they fostered 
collaboration—and community—during a time of extreme 
isolation. In the process, telcos opened the door to new 
opportunities and revenue streams in the digital ecosystem. The 
question is, How well poised are they to seize the potential? 

This year’s telco IT benchmarking (TeBIT) study, jointly developed 
by ETIS—The Community for Telecom Professionals—and Boston 
Consulting Group, leaves little doubt that they are getting into 
position. Now, telcos need to fortify it. (See the sidebar “About the 
TeBIT Benchmark.”)

ABOUT THE TEBIT BENCHMARK

TeBIT, a survey of European operators’ IT spending and 
performance, was completed in September 2021. Participating 
telcos shared financial data, but critically, they also provided 
information about their technology initiatives and priorities. 
The TeBIT analysis sheds light on how participants are adapting 
to new trends, circumstances, and challenges—and zeros in on 
where telcos may want to focus their efforts. Each year, TeBIT 
takes a deep dive into a topic of particular interest to telcos. In 
previous reports, we’ve looked at agile methodologies and 
digital transformation, among other areas.

Collaboration is a key component of TeBIT; the goal—as it is 
with ETIS working groups and community gatherings—is to 
identify, and even shape, the best practices that can help telcos 
better serve customers in a rapidly changing world. In return for 
allowing themselves to be compared with other telcos, 
participants can access a full set of benchmark results, along 
with further trend analysis. 

https://www.bcg.com/publications/2021/telcos-adapt-covid19-crisis-tebit-executive-report
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2019/tebit-executive-report-telcos-glass-half-agile
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2018/tebit-executive-report-telco-digital-transformation-made-to-measure


Steady in an Uncertain World
During the pandemic, many telcos accelerated their digital 
transformations. This let them not only adapt their customer 
journeys and offerings to the dramatic changes in needs and 
behaviors but also boost their efficiency. Those improvements 
proved critical to telcos’ resilience. While lockdowns decimated 
roaming revenues and depressed equipment sales and business 
services, telcos managed to end 2020 on stable ground. On 
average, ETIS members’ revenues dropped just 0.8%, and more 
than one-quarter of the group—29%—increased revenues and 
margins. That’s down from the 38% that raised both metrics in 
2019, but it is still impressive in a year when the European 
Union’s GDP fell 6.1%.



Sources: ETIS members’ annual reports, 2018, 2019, and 2020; BCG analysis.

In the midst of the pandemic, more than one-quarter of ETIS members increased 
their revenue and margin
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Sources: TeBIT 2020 Executive Report: In a Global Crisis, Telcos Help the World Adapt; ETIS members’ annual reports, 2020; Omdia’s World Cellular Information Series Spotlight Service; BCG analysis.

Declines in traditional sources of revenue were offset, in part, by a lower churn 
rate in 2020

Telecom revenues were under attack on many fronts But with stores closed, customer attrition was lower
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Sources: ETIS members’ annual and quarterly reports; Phocuswright’s Europe Travel Market Report 2020–2024; Eurostat; BCG analysis.

Overall, telcos ended 2020 just slightly off their prepandemic performance—
something few companies can say
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Yet the study also suggests that while telcos are thinking big, they’re 
not always thinking big picture. TeBIT participants continue to 
prioritize and invest in digital transformations, but they are doing so 
with more of a technical vision, rather than a strategic one. They’re 
taking a lot of near-term steps and leveraging a lot of powerful 
technologies: apps, customer self-service tools, and analytics are now 
commonplace. But what’s often missing is an end-to-end, holistic 
view of digital—a vision that makes all their advancements work 
together in ways that best promote opportunities and achieve goals 
within and beyond telcos’ core business.

Growing into Digital Maturity
This year’s TeBIT analysis took a closer look at telcos’ 
transformations; specifically, we assessed their digital maturity—
a measure of an organization’s ability to create value through digital. 
Today’s digital leaders do more than invest in scattered initiatives. 
They’re bionic companies: businesses that combine human and 
technical capabilities in ways that spark—and speed—innovation, 
responsiveness, and continual improvement. According to BCG’s 
Digital Acceleration Index (DAI) study, digitally mature companies 
outperform their peers across nine KPIs, including revenue growth, 
enterprise value, and return on investment in digital projects.

The DAI—which looks at human and technical enablers of digital 
maturity, as well as an organization’s purpose, strategy, and 
outcomes—categorizes companies into four tiers: starters, 
literates, performers, and leaders. While starters typically pursue 
isolated initiatives and lack a digitally enabling organization, 

https://www.bcg.com/capabilities/digital-technology-data/digital-maturity
https://www.bcg.com/capabilities/digital-technology-data/bionic-company
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2021/digital-acceleration-index


leaders are digital visionaries that possess a strong digital culture 
(and the processes to support it) and generate most of their 
revenue from digital business models. Overall, TeBIT participants 
fall roughly in a middle ground as digitally literate, though we 
found much variance within the group. Some telcos are at the 
performer level, while others are still at the starter tier.

We also saw where TeBIT participants appear to be performing 
well—and where they might want to improve. Areas of strength 
include cybersecurity, virtual teaming, and meeting heightened 
expectations from customers. (In a digital world, customers 
demand faster and better service, notifications, and journeys—
and telcos seem equipped to deliver.)

Weaker areas include digitally driven pricing, a capability that 
enables companies to quickly optimize pricing—and margins—on 
the basis of demand and advanced analytics. Telcos’ capabilities 

are also weaker in the categories of modular technology (which 
helps boosts flexibility and reduce time to market), digital talent, 
and leveraging digital to create or support new offers, services, 
and business models. That last category is particularly 
noteworthy because so much falls under its scope, including 
using automated platforms, tweaking phone plans, and 
monetizing data.

Of note, too, is what telcos themselves seem to view as their 
biggest area of concern: purpose and strategy. In this 
category—which includes strategic vision, priorities and 
alignment, and the digital roadmap—we saw the largest gaps 
between where telcos are, in terms of digital maturity, and 
where they aspire to be. It’s also an area in which TeBIT 
participants, as a group, lag behind several industries, including 
media and entertainment, power and utilities, retail, and 
software and IT services.

Telcos need to close the gaps between their current maturity 
levels and their aspirational levels in order to use their digital 
advances as a springboard for seizing new opportunities and 
new revenue streams. During the 2020 lockdowns, telcos 
provided crucial connectivity and, globally, saw a 30% year-
over-year rise in data traffic. Yet other players—such as the 
streaming-video giants who built their businesses on top 
of telecom infrastructure—have been far more successful in 
monetizing the growth in traffic. 
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Telcos saw usage jump, but others monetized the change in customer behavior 
more successfully

Sources: Omdia’s Network Traffic Forecast Report: 2019–24, August 5, 2020; ETIS members’ annual reports; company annual reports; BCG analysis.
Note: Because of rounding, the numbers may not add up to the totals shown.
1Forecasted traffic.
2Includes annual and monthly fees associated with Amazon Prime memberships, as well as audiobook, digital video, digital music, e-book, and other non-Amazon Web Services subscription services.
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The TeBIT study used BCG’s Digital Acceleration Index (DAI) to  
analyze—and compare—participating telcos’ human and technology 
enablers, as well as their purpose, strategy, and outcomes 

The analysis assessed telcos’ current and aspirational maturity levels 
using these criteria

The study then compared the participants’ score as a group to select 
industries’ scores; it also compared participants’ individual scores

The results zero in on the areas that telcos may want to prioritize
for improvement

This year’s deep dive examined the digital maturity of participating telcos

Source: BCG analysis. 
Note: FTTH = fiber to the home; SME = small and midsize enterprise. 
1ETIS surveyed members in its Virtual Community Gathering, October 2020. 
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Range of maturity scores for TeBIT partic
ipants

TeBIT telcos are digitally literate—but scores varied widely across the group

Source: BCG’s Digital Acceleration Index. 
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Participants lag most markedly in purpose and strategy, but they have high 
ambitions for the future

Source: BCG’s Digital Acceleration Index (DAI).
1Participants rated the importance of each DAI building block on a scale of 1 (low) to 4 (high). The range was normalized from 0 to 100.
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TeBIT telcos’ strengths include cybersecurity, virtual teaming, and meeting 
heightened customer expectations

Source: BCG’s Digital Acceleration Index (DAI).
Note: VC = venture capital; M&A = mergers and acquisitions.
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Focusing on Customers—and Value
So how do telcos become digitally mature? Operators need to 
strengthen their digital capabilities and apply them in a coordinated 
way to achieve a strategic, rather than a technical, vision. Digital 
transformation is a business transformation. CEOs and other top 
executives should prioritize—and evangelize—digital’s integration 
with the business purpose, strategy, and goals. 

Just as important, adopt a customer-centric approach. What does
the customer actually need in terms of offerings and experiences? 
What enhances or hinders their experience with telecom services
and channels? By taking this perspective, operators can more 
readily—and more successfully—identify the products and journeys 
that resonate with customers.

Finally, prioritize for value. Zero in on the digital initiatives that 
matter most and move them to the top of the to-do list. By prioritizing 

use cases, telcos can create value quickly, which is crucial in a 
transformation. It demonstrates—quite visibly—the power of digital, 
creating buy-in for the next initiatives. And it helps fund the 
longer-term journey. In this way, telcos can build capabilities to 
fast-track the most important enablers, while gradually developing 
the others. And they can put emerging technologies (such as 
artificial intelligence and machine learning) to use—quickly—and 
seize the next wave of opportunities and value.



Seven best practices that can boost telcos’ digital maturity

Source: BCG analysis.

Outcomes

Human enablers 

Technology enablers 

Purpose and strategy Treat digital transformations as business—not technical—transformations, with close cooperation 
between business and IT functions. 

Accelerate the digitization of the core, with a focus on customer journeys, the supply chain, and 
support functions.

Encourage and support—right from the top—embarking on new business ventures and expanding 
deeper into digital ecosystems. Boldly communicate the message.

Leverage the power of data and technology with a data and digital platform (DDP)—
prioritizing high-value use cases and building the DDP incrementally. 

Unlock the next wave of potential by leveraging artificial intelligence and machine learning,
as well as robotic process automation, across the value chain. 

Adopt agile at scale in a platform-based operating model, working—and delivering—in faster, 
more responsive ways.

Build organization-wide digital skills—and empower digital leadership—through a commitment 
to training and professional development.



Focusing on the customer—and value—is the key to successful outcomes

Source: BCG analysis.

What we found What’s impeding progress What telcos can do
Telcos are already advanced in 
customer services, providing 
support through apps, self-service 
tools, and other digital solutions

But telcos should improve in 
these areas:
· New offers, services, and 
 business models
· Digitally driven pricing 
· Procurement
· Operating model for a digital 
 ecosystem and go-to-market 
 approach  

Accelerate the digitization of the core, 
with a focus on end-to-end customer 
journeys (including pricing)

Prioritize high-value use cases, and 
digitize the supply chain and support 
functions (especially procurement)

Create a culture where top leadership 
encourages and supports—visibly and 
unmistakably—the pursuit of new 
business ventures and digital ecosystems

Legacy systems and IT that limit 
innovation velocity

A lack of leaders sharing bold visions and 
encouraging an entrepreneurial mindset

Market-induced inflexibility on pricing 
and customers’ price sensitivity

Procurement tools and vendor relationships 
developed in traditional—not digital—times

A lack of clarity on where to start and the 
value of the outcome



A DDP enables telcos to prioritize high-value use cases and accelerate 
their deployment 

Source: BCG analysis.
Note: DDP = data and digital platform.

What we found What’s impeding progress What telcos can do
Telcos are already advanced in 
cybersecurity, a critical capability 
in their work—and one in which 
they have long invested

But telcos should improve in 
these areas:
· Modular technology
· Data governance and DevOps
· Artificial intelligence and the 
 Internet of Things 

Leverage the power of data and 
technology with a DDP, prioritizing
the use cases that matter most and 
building the DDP incrementally 

Accelerate the development and 
launch of high-value applications of
AI, machine learning, and robotic 
process automation—and unlock new 
opportunities across the value chain

Complex, fragmented legacy systems—
and the lack of a decoupled data layer

No comprehensive, end-to-end data 
strategy; functions and business units that 
do their own thing 

Ongoing adjustments to the operating 
model and development standards 

AI and IoT initiatives that are perpetually in 
pilots—instead of fully industrialized



By empowering leaders and an agile organization, telcos can build digital 
talent and spark innovation

Source: BCG analysis.

What we found What’s impeding progress What telcos can do
Telcos are already advanced in 
virtual teaming, having gained 
much experience in remote work 
(and collaboration) during the 
pandemic 

But telcos should improve in 
these areas:
· Digital talent
· Platform-based organization
· Learning 

Continue to adopt—and 
facilitate—agile ways of working, 
embedding new processes and a new 
culture throughout the organization 

Pursue agile delivery at scale in a 
platform-based operating model 

Empower digital leadership and build 
organization-wide digital skills through 
a robust and clearly communicated 
commitment to training and 
professional development

The lack of a strategic approach for 
building digital talent

Strong competition for talent—with 
telcos often perceived less favorably than 
other digital players

A long organizational history and 
experience in waterfall methodologies



Telecom companies are accelerating their digital journeys, but running 
the transformations as—and only as—IT projects is never going to bring 
the outsized rewards that digital leaders already see. The holistic, 
end-to-end approach is essential. By aligning their digital initiatives, 
capability building, and business strategy, telcos can serve their current 
customers better—and a lot of new ones, too.
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