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As mobile access overtakes fixed-line access as the world’s primary way of going 
online, numerous factors are converging to give mobile the capabilities, scale, and 
reach achieved by few other technological advances.

Mobile Models Take Shape
The global playing field is uneven, but this does not necessarily benefit rich coun-
tries or nations with extensive telecommunications networks. Mobile is developing 
along different lines in different markets, driving new waves of innovation around 
the world.

A Complex Policy Agenda
Mobile and its impact are evolving faster than the ability of policymakers to deal 
with them.

A Mobile Health Check for Companies
Companies need to ask: Can consumers and employees engage with us through the 
device of their choosing, at a time and place of their determination, and come away 
from the experience satisfied and having accomplished what they set out to do?

AT A GLANCE
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Alice never dreamed of a world like this. The numbers tell one part of the 
story. Some 80 percent of the world’s people have gained mobile access in less 

than two decades. Smartphones already account for almost 40 percent of global 
mobile-phone sales, and they are increasing fast. This year, mobile access will 
overtake fixed-line access as the world’s primary way of going online; four out of 
five broadband connections will be mobile by 2015. For a large and growing share 
of users around the world, the Internet will be an entirely mobile experience.

This isn’t your father’s Internet, however—or even your older brother’s or sister’s. 
The mobile experience is a whole new universe of connectivity that’s local (it’s 
always where you are), personal (tailored to your needs and preferences), social (all 
your friends are there as well)—and it’s always on. That four- (or seven- or ten-) 
inch screen is much more than a digital image: it’s a real-life window into an entire 
world that’s open 24/7/365, just waiting for its owner to climb through. Continuous 
access to information, communication, friends, and entertainment—among myriad 
other things—turns out to be as addictive as any opiate. Just like Alice peering into 
the world beyond the looking glass, everyone wants to check it out—continually.

Numerous factors are converging to give mobile the capabilities, scale, and reach 
achieved by few other technological advances. These include devices with comput-
ing power and memory that come close to rivaling desktop PCs; increasingly 
ubiquitous network coverage characterized by high-speed data connections and low 
network latency; ever-improving battery technology; the ability to apply 
“context”—location and social networks—to generate value; the proliferation of 
sensors in devices—for example, multiple cameras, GPS, and motion and tempera-
ture sensors; and all manner of wireless connectivity, including Wi-Fi, LTE, Blue-
tooth, and near field communications. That’s not to mention smartphone and tablet 
functionality akin to that of a Swiss army knife, and vibrant application-develop-
ment ecosystems with large and growing user bases. In addition, “machine to 
machine” communications, including smart metering applications, the connected 
car, and the connected digital home, are being aggressively pursued by many of the 
world’s leading companies.

Combine these factors with two demographic realities, and the full scope of mo-
bile’s impact begins to emerge. One demographic shift is the advent of a big new 
generation of consumers into the economies of the developed world: the 16- to 
34-year-old Millennials, who outnumber the baby boomers and have a far greater 
degree of technical sophistication, appetite for consumption, and desire to be 
connected. Their primary experience with the Internet is mobile. The other demo-

The primary Internet 
experience of the 
Millennial generation 
is mobile.
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graphic fact is that the vast majority of the world’s population lives in developing 
markets where the Internet is just taking hold and where the Internet experience is 
mostly mobile. As the next billion consumers come online, it will be through the 
screen of an Internet-enabled smartphone or feature phone.

The realization of this scale and reach is beginning to drive new waves of innova-
tion in companies and economies around the world. There’s big money at stake. 
The aggregate Internet economy in the G-20 nations will reach $4.2 trillion by 2016 
and contribute 5.3 percent of GDP. (See The Internet Economy in the G-20: The  
$4.2 Trillion Growth Opportunity, BCG report, March 2012.) An increasing share of 
this contribution will come from products and services accessed through mobile 
devices. The worldwide digital-services ecosystem alone will reach $1 trillion in 
revenues by 2015. (See Exhibit 1.) All kinds of companies are participating—for 
example, mobile operators (seeking new sources of revenue as others plateau or 
decline), software developers (trying to create wealth through new applications and 
business models), and data and analytics companies (wanting to monetize data in 
new ways). The “mobile first” rallying cry has already become part of the corporate 
lexicon at tech giants as diverse as Google, Facebook, and IBM. It is no less relevant 
for those in other sectors of the economy or society. Players in traditional industries 
are also beginning to differentiate themselves by innovating and competing in the 
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Exhibit 1 | The Digital-Services Ecosystem Will Reach $1 Trillion by 2015
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new mobile world. (See the sidebars on mobile’s impact in media, retail, education, 
and health care.)

As Alice discovered when she stepped through the looking glass, the world behind 
the digital screen is different. Most companies do not yet have all the capabilities 
they need to engage customers and employees. The first step is to assess their 
readiness by putting their businesses through a mobile health check, including a 
view of their ability to compete in the diverse mobile ecosystems taking root in 

Japan got the mobile-media ball 
rolling with the first camera phone 
and mobile novel more than a decade 
ago. Streaming video followed soon 
after. Mobile devices are natural 
enablers of media consumption, and 
consumption has exploded since the 
introduction of the smartphone, 
starting with music, games, and 
user-generated content, and now 
extending across virtually all media 
categories. 

Users derive enormous value from 
user-generated content and social 
media, which are available only 
online, of course, and increasingly 
accessed through mobile devices. 
Nearly two-thirds of Facebook’s one 
billion members regularly use 
Facebook on their mobile phones, 
and more than 60 percent of Twitter 
users are tracking tweets (as well  
as tweeting) on mobile devices. 
ComScore reports that the average 
number of Instagram’s daily mobile 
visitors jumped from 886,000 to  
7.3 million between March and 
August 2012. There are more than 
300 million microbloggers in China.

Games have become an online 
phenomenon—and not just for 
youngsters. In the U.S. alone, there 
are 100 million mobile gamers 
(almost a third of the population), 

and people spend almost eight hours 
a month on average playing games on 
their mobile phones. As the CEO of 
King.com, the company behind the 
current top game on Facebook—Can-
dy Crush Saga—told Forbes.com, “As 
smartphones get better and more 
consumers are opting to use their 
mobiles and tablets to access games, 
their expectation is access anywhere.” 
A 2012 survey by game developer 
PopCap found that 44 percent of 
adults in the U.S. and the U.K. played 
at least one mobile game in the 
previous month—an increase of 29 
percent over 2011.

Smartphones are the third-most-pop-
ular device for listening to music. 
Sales of recorded music increased in 
2012 for the first time since 1999, 
driven largely by downloads, which 
comprise some 70 percent of rev-
enues. Approximately half the readers 
of the New York Times, the Wall Street 
Journal, and USA Today read these 
newspapers online or on a mobile 
device, according to the Pew Research 
Center. Other media categories are 
experiencing the mobile migration as 
well—and not always to the detri-
ment of incumbent players. Amazon 
reports that eBooks are now a 
billion-dollar category worldwide for 
the company. In the U.S., Nielsen 
reports that mobile-connected movie- 

MEdIA GO MOBILE
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different economies. Success will likely follow a very different path in Japan or 
China than in the United States. It almost certainly will in India or Africa.

This report explores mobile development in multiple regions and economic sectors. 
We argue that while none of us can say with specificity where mobile is going, the 
aggregate effect—technological, social, and economic—is such that companies and 
governments have no option but to embrace it. We offer some thoughts on how to 
go about doing so.

goers spend more, consume more 
content, and are more actively en- 
gaged in the moviegoing process. Tab- 
let-owning moviegoers spend 35 per- 
cent more on entertainment monthly 
than the average U.S. consumer. 

Recent BCG research found that the 
perceived value of online media 
increases with rising device 
ownership, jumping 41 percent when 
people start using a second 
connected device, which is often their 
first mobile device. (See the exhibit 
below.)

We argued recently that, despite 
manifest disruption, the media 
industry seems primed to enter 
another golden age. (See Follow the 
Surplus: How U.S. Consumers Value 
Online Media, BCG Focus, February 
2013.) This one, like its predecessors, 
is being led by new technology and 
new possibilities that consumers 
enthusiastically embrace. Mobile is 
already a driving force behind this 
transition.

MEdIA GO MOBILE
(continued)
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Mobile Devices Lead to Higher Perceived Value of Media
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Mobile Models Take Shape: The Structure of the “Stack”
Three main models are emerging for mobile’s uptake and integration into the 
global economy: we call them collaborative, competitive, and greenfield. The 
playing field is uneven, but this does not necessarily benefit rich countries or 
nations with extensive telecommunications networks, as some might suppose. 
Legacy business models have big institutions with revenue streams, profit pools, 
and turf to protect. For some enterprises, mobile’s growing impact may be more 
threat than opportunity; ultimately, “progress” is judged through the eye of the 
beholder. Perhaps more than any previous technological phenomenon, particularly 
an advance of such radical proportions, mobile has the potential to be a hard-
hitting economic leveler. 

Although the three models differ in how players at various levels choose to com-
pete, each one can be viewed as a “stack”—a set of layered software and hardware 
that work together to drive a smartphone or other device. Each layer of the stack is 
made up of competitors and collaborators, interacting among themselves and with 
the other layers to provide services to the layers above and ultimately to the end 
user or consumer. (See Exhibit 2.)

At the top of the stack stand consumers who create, consume, and share content 
(think Instagram), and use all manner of applications and services, which content 
developers (including individuals), software companies, social networks, and others 
create. The next layer belongs to the enablement platforms that handle everything 
from hosting to security to billing and payment. 

The mobile operating systems that power smartphones and tablets occupy their 
own layer of the stack. Mobile devices, manufactured and marketed by original 
equipment manufacturers in partnership with the companies providing the operat-
ing systems and sometimes also with telcos, occupy the next layer. Next come the 
mobile and broadband service providers facilitating network access for users. At the 
foundation of the mobile stack is the physical infrastructure—the mobile and 
backbone networks that provide the necessary connectivity and bandwidth, with-
out which the stack could not function.1

How varying players collaborate and compete up and down the stack, for capital as 
well as customers, defines the industry structure. In Japan, market leader NTT 
Docomo has driven development of a model based around partnerships and 
acquisitions to create a vertically integrated ecosystem that provides services and 
experiences that users will value. It sees itself as an “integrated service company 
placing mobile at the core” that intends to “drive innovation through the conver-
gence of mobile with other industries and services, thereby creating new values and 
markets.”

In the United States and elsewhere, telcos, cable operators, and others are jockeying 
for position in their own layer of the stack, trying to protect existing businesses and 
revenue streams, at the same time as they battle to move up into other layers. 
Meanwhile, two major ecosystems have taken hold, driven by Apple’s iOS and 
Google’s Android. They are enabling fierce development of the apps and software 
services that are fueling much of mobile’s rapid rise.

Mobile has the 
potential to be a 
hard-hitting economic 
leveler.



Through the Mobile Looking Glass8

China, the world’s biggest market, has developed a hybrid model that is driven by 
the country’s big operators, such as China Mobile, with aggressive competition 
among app, content, and service providers (domestic and international) in the 
upper layers. The stack in many emerging markets, such as India and Africa, is still 
under construction. Not only is the infrastructure being built out, but the nature of 
competition and collaboration among players is a work in progress as well.

The Collaborative Model: Operator-Centric Mobile Ecosystems
We call the first model “collaborative.” It tends to be operator centric. Japan, which 
has a business culture rooted in cooperation, is the leading example. Two decades 
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Exhibit 2 | The Intersecting Layers of the Mobile Stack
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ago, consumers flocked to new services such as mobile e-mail, contactless pay-
ments, and, in time, streaming live video, which were aggressively developed and 
marketed by Docomo, with its “i-mode” ecosystem, and by its largest competitors, 
KDDI and SoftBank Mobile. Fixed-rate data plans helped facilitate uptake. Today, 
95 percent of users are on fast 3G networks (4G is also taking hold), and mobile 
phones are Japan’s most widely owned device. 

Mobile is accelerating and expanding 
the already severe digital disruption 
of retail. The Internet provided 
consumers with unheard-of price 
transparency; mobile provides that 
transparency in real time—in the 
store. “Showrooms” have taken on a 
whole new meaning for the industry. 
Some 40 percent of smartphone 
owners have used their phones to 
check prices in a store while shop-
ping. This figure rises to around 75 
percent among Millennial shoppers. 
About 80 percent of the time, the 
search results in a lower price.

Traditional players are feeling the 
impact and fighting back in a range of 
ways, from blocking standard bar 
codes on shelves so they cannot be 
scanned to offering matching prices 
from designated online sites. 

Online retailers have been quick to 
adapt to mobile commerce, which is 
hardly surprising given that 11 
percent of all U.S. e-commerce 
originated from mobile phones in 
2012 (some $25 billion), according to 
eMarketer. Mobile-commerce volume 
at eBay was $13 billion in 2012—
more than double the volume in 
2011; the company expects to exceed 
$20 billion in mobile-commerce 
volume in 2013. Popular “flash sale” 
sites such as Gilt Groupe are seeing 
upwards of 30 percent of their total 
sales on mobile apps.

Traditional retailers are fighting back, 
too. domino’s Pizza Group of the U.K. 
announced that in fiscal year 2012, 
almost 20 percent of online orders 
came from mobile devices—up from 
10 percent in fiscal 2011. Shopkick, a 
new mobile app that provides users 
with rewards and exclusive deals for 
visiting, browsing items, or making 
purchases at more than 7,500 U.S. 
stores and malls, generated revenues 
of $200 million in 2012. It is being 
used by Macy’s, Best Buy, and Target, 
among others. (See Cyriac Roeding on 
Shopping’s Newest Kick: An Interview 
with the Cofounder and CEO of Shopkick, 
BCG interview, January 2012.) 

So-called click-and-collect services, 
whereby consumers order a basket of 
goods using their smartphones, 
tablets, or computers and pick them 
up later, are gaining popularity in 
many markets, including France, the 
U.K., and Australia. In South Korea, 
supermarket Tesco gives shoppers the 
ability to peruse virtual store-shelf 
billboards in metro stations, scan the 
QR codes of the products they want, 
and receive delivery later that day. 

Even that bastion of the in-store 
experience—the cash register—is 
disappearing, replaced by smart-
phones and tablets. Two things are 
certain: more changes are on the way, 
and consumers will reap the benefits.

RETAIL dISRUPTION
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Thanks in part to aggressive dealmaking by Docomo and others, traditional indus-
tries in Japan began to “go mobile” years ago. Take mobile payments. Docomo 
pioneered the technological innovation, leveraged local market dynamics, and 
achieved critical mass through partnerships with established players (often industry 
leaders). The success of mobile ticketing for rail service helped seal deals in the 
finance, retail, and hospitality sectors, among others. More than 500,000 merchants 
now participate in Docomo’s mobile-payment service.

Mobile marketing is another focal point. McDonald’s customers in Japan can 
receive coupons on their phones customized to their age, gender, location, and 
purchasing history. They use their phone to redeem the coupon, pay for their 
purchase, and receive loyalty points. The company has 16 million registered users 
on its mobile site (more than 12 percent of the Japanese population), and the 
number of active users exceeds 4.5 million. 

In 2012, mobile commerce accounted for approximately one-fifth of all business-to 
consumer e-commerce in Japan, according to research firm yStats.com. Last year, 
the chief mobile officer of Rakuten, an online marketplace, observed that when PC 
users start using feature phones for online shopping, their transactions “typically 
increase by 1.5 times, with a further 1.5 times increase when they migrate to full 
smartphones.” Rakuten sees mobile as a principal driver of future growth. 

The arrival of the smartphone, which came later to Japan than to other markets, 
has intensified competition among the operator-centric ecosystems. Smartphones 
now account for 57 percent of all new mobile phones shipped. In a market previ-
ously dominated by domestic Japanese handset suppliers, Apple and Samsung have 
grabbed a 20 percent share, and the iPhone is the market leader. Because several 
popular functions—e-mail and payments among them—are tied to their networks, 
many consumers carry two phones, one for those purposes and a smartphone 
loaded with iOS or Android apps.

The Competitive Model in the United States
The second model is built on competition and is most evident in the United States, 
which has a wide-open mobile economy with low barriers to entry, particularly at 
the upper layers of the stack. Between them, the App Store and Google Play have 
created thousands of application entrepreneurs. U.S. consumers are happy to 
embrace the kind of creative destruction at which the Internet and mobile excel, 
hastening the demise of old business models and enthusiastically welcoming new 
ones, so long as they are easy to adopt and show clear value. U.S. businesses, 
including small and medium-sized enterprises, are quick to try new technologies 
when they promise to increase sales, decrease costs, and open new markets. Even 
the smallest local retailer or restaurant can use location-enhanced advertising. 
Many larger companies are using mobile applications across the enterprise, driven 
in part by employees bringing their mobile devices to work and showing how the 
enhanced connectivity and portability can improve operations.

All that said, the collaborative, rather than the competitive, model has led to 
greater penetration of capabilities such as mobile payments and the development 

Even the smallest 
local retailer or 

restaurant can use 
location-enhanced 

advertising.
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of functions such as streaming live video in Japan. In the U.S. and other countries, 
apps and services that require collaboration among multiple providers—mobile 
payments is one example—run into a “frenemy” issue. While many companies see 
mobile’s potential, they also fear that other players will use it to invade their turf. 
Adding to this obstacle, no simple, compelling consumer proposition for mobile has 
emerged, such as mobile ticketing in Japan, despite plenty of activity around 
“mobile wallets” and other apps. Credit cards still work fine in most situations. 

The challenge of developing a mobile-payment ecosystem that meshes multiple 
marketing, commercial, technical, and payment considerations in a package that 
consumers and merchants embrace is proving to be a high bar, raised all the higher 
by everyone wanting a big piece of the pie: banks, credit card companies, telcos, 
startups, and payment-processing companies. We have observed before that, 
despite heightened excitement, mobile payments are not likely to become main-
stream in the U.S. and similar markets for more than a decade. (See How Banks Can 
Take the Lead in Mobile Payments, BCG article, June 2012.)

Meanwhile, the App Store and Google Play are each pushing 800,000 apps and 
counting. They are designed for just about every kind of person doing just about 
anything imaginable. Revenues for the global apps market are expected to rise to 
$25 billion this year, according to Gartner. The mobile sector attracted $6.4 billion 
in venture capital funding between November 2011 and September 2012. (See 
Exhibit 3.) All this for a device that is the same age as a child about to enter first 
grade. Imagine what this kid will be up to when it reaches adolescence.

Between November 2011 and September 2012, venture capital firms
invested approximately $6.4 billion in about 900 investments
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Exhibit 3 | Venture Capital Is Flocking to the Mobile Sector
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Growth in Developing Markets
A third, “greenfield” model is unfolding in many rapidly developing economies, 
which have seen a big increase in the use of mobile phones over the past decade. 
Often, this is the result of limited fixed-line access and the relative ease of deploying 
mobile networks. India exemplifies an economy where most people will experience 
the Internet only on mobile devices.

Mobile can have a far-reaching impact 
on education in both developing and 
developed markets. It faces very 
different challenges in each. In the 
former, the biggest barriers are the 
cost of high-quality devices and the 
cost and availability of fast broadband 
connections. In the latter, the chal-
lenge is to translate the availability of 
low-cost online content into earned 
credits toward a degree. In both cases, 
as Bill Gates observed at this year’s 
SXSWedu Conference, there is still 
insufficient investment in R&d in 
education, especially given the 
potential returns.

Apple’s iTunesU, for example, passed 
the one-billion-download milestone in 
February of this year, with more than 
60 percent of the downloads coming 
from outside the United States. More 
than 1,200 colleges and universities—
and a similar number of elementary 
and secondary schools—contribute 
courses to the service, which is 
available in more than 150 coun- 
tries.

The potential exists—and in some 
places is being realized—to deliver 
virtual classrooms, cheaply and 
efficiently, to smartphones, tablets, 
and feature phones in even the most 
remote locations. Children who live in 
such hard-to-reach areas, or whose 
families need them at home during 
the day, can still “go to school” at the 

hours of their choosing. In societies 
where education for girls is frowned 
upon, mobile gives them the opportu-
nity to learn from home. 

The for-profit-university sector has 
exploded over the past decade in 
developed markets, accelerated by 
the ability to learn anytime, any-
where. Enrollment in online postsec-
ondary institutions in the U.S. is 
expected to grow at an annual rate of 
5 percent from 2011 to 2015, com-
pared with 0.5 percent for enrollment 
at traditional colleges and universi-
ties. The number of K–12 schoolchil-
dren enrolled in online courses has 
soared as well, from fewer than 
50,000 at the start of the century to 
more than 1.8 million a decade  
later.

The phenomenon known as “massive 
open online courses,” or MOOCs, has 
the potential to expand access to, and 
lower the cost of, education for 
millions around the globe. It owes its 
popularity in no small part to the 
ability of students to view lectures 
and content anytime, anywhere, on a 
mobile device. Similarly, e-textbooks 
and other electronic learning materi-
als are grabbing a significant and 
fast-growing share of the textbook 
market (projected to be $4.3 billion 
out of $14.7 billion in 2016), thanks 
primarily to mobile devices.

LESSONS FROM M-LEARNING
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India is also a compelling example of the creativity and entrepreneurialism that can 
define a largely unencumbered mobile ecosystem. The market suffers from a lack of 
3G and Wi-Fi connectivity. Nonetheless, strong competition among 2G operators has 
driven data prices down and mobile penetration up. This has led to the creation of 
an ecosystem of value-added services built around slower 2G networks and less 
sophisticated feature phones that are still providing users with a wide array of 
services. Many Indians use their devices for entertainment and information, and are 
now starting to conduct basic financial activities such as bill payment. Matrimonial 
matchmaking and astrology sites are highly popular. Farmers use mobile phones to 
check commodity prices. Mobile banking has taken hold earlier in India than it has 
in either the U.S. or Europe. Nokia Life offers a series of services designed to address 
consumers’ information gaps in health care, agriculture, education, and entertain-
ment. Introduced in India in 2009, it has been expanded to China, Indonesia, Nige-
ria, and Kenya, and has more than 95 million users.

The mobile pump is primed, and a gusher of activity can be expected to flood India 
as smartphones penetrate the market. Consider one example: in a country with 
more mobile-phone subscribers than individuals with bank accounts, “mobile 
money” has huge potential. In an earlier publication, BCG estimated that by 2015, 
$350 billion in payment and banking transactions could flow through mobile 
phones, compared with around $235 billion of total credit- and debit-card transac-
tions at the time. (See Digital India: The Rush to Mobile Money; Madness or Master-
stroke? BCG article, July 2011.)

Smartphones currently have a tiny share of the Indian market (some 27 million 
users in urban areas in mid-2012, according to Nielsen), but growth is rapid. Al-
though they are still expensive for many, the total cost of ownership for a smart-
phone and Internet access through mobile networks is dropping. Many Wi-Fi- and 
3G-enabled smartphones now cost less than $100, including Android-based models 
from China’s Huawei and India’s Micromax, a company formed only in 2008; the 
cheapest is about $60.

India is not unique. It is easier to open a mobile bank account in Kenya than in 
Kansas. Like India, Kenya is unconstrained by the legacies of infrastructure, regula-
tions, and inertia. In many African countries, mobile phones are helping people run 
businesses, find jobs, pay their bills, transfer money, learn, share, bank, and connect 
with family and friends. Four out of five Internet users in sub-Saharan Africa go 
online using mobile phones, according to TNS, a market research firm. Mobile 
connections in Africa are projected to grow at an annual rate of 21 percent between 
2012 and 2016. Mxit, a South Africa–based mobile-messaging platform, claims to be 
Africa’s biggest social network, with 7 million monthly active users and more than 
65 million registered users.

As we have argued before, in Untapped Potential: Mobile Banking for the Unbanked 
(BCG article, August 2011), the potential impact of increased access to financial 
services is enormous—for both individual welfare and overall economic growth. 
Western Union estimates that there are about a billion “unbanked” consumers 
around the world who live above the poverty line. The success of initiatives such as 
Safaricom’s M-Pesa in Kenya, where two-thirds of the population uses mobile- 

It is easier to open a 
mobile bank account 
in Kenya than in  
Kansas.
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money technology, has been widely noted. According to the GSMA’s second annual 
Global Mobile Money Adoption Survey, mobile-payment services have 82 million 
registered customers worldwide. Mobile is the technology that can finally bridge the 
financial services divide.

A Complex Policy Agenda
Mobile and its impact are evolving faster than the ability of policymakers to deal 
with them. When is a telco no longer a telco, for example? Which regulatory re-

Health care presents perhaps the 
biggest conundrum for mobile. The 
Internet has given consumers the 
ability to play a much greater role in 
their own health, both every day and 
when they are ill. Mobile expands that 
capability, especially in developing 
markets. The potential for further 
improvements in care and lower costs 
stares everyone—providers, public-
health officials, insurers, hospitals, 
pharmaceutical companies, NGOs, 
and consumers themselves—right in 
the face. 

Mobile’s budding impact spans 
multiple applications, among them 
patient monitoring and compliance, 
dissemination of disease prevention 
information, health surveillance, 
remote data access, and remote 
diagnostics. The benefits could be 
enormous in terms of saved lives, 
reduced costs, and improved care. A 
team of Swiss scientists, for example, 
has developed a miniature implant 
that monitors blood chemicals and 
sends an alert to a smartphone when 
it senses a heart attack occurring. 
Little wonder that the smartphone 
has become the most popular tool 
among doctors since the stethoscope. 
(See the exhibit “The Potential 
Impact of Mobile Health Is Significant 
in All Countries.”)

Realizing this potential is another 
matter, however. While experi- 
mentation with mobile-health 
applications is taking place across 
many sectors, including telecom, 
pharmaceuticals, medical technology, 
and the public sector, those efforts 
have yielded only limited commercial 
successes to date. As we have argued 
in a recent report, “A number of 
barriers need to be broken down 
before mHealth can begin to 
transform health systems and service 
delivery. Moreover, a diverse range of 
stakeholders must collaborate in 
order for mHealth applications to be 
adopted on a wide scale.”1

Policy solutions are clearly needed to 
enable widespread adoption of 
mobile health. These include mod- 
ernizing regulatory frameworks; 
adjusting public-funding models—for 
example, to encourage value-based 
health-care solutions; providing 
incentives and education in such 
areas as patient outreach and 
subsidies for mobile-health applica- 
tions; and building open infrastruc- 
ture, such as common standards for 
mobile-health platforms. Even with 
improved policies, though, barriers to 
commercialization remain, among 
them inadequately clear models of 
monetization, entrenched behaviors, 

THE MOBILE HEALTH-CARE CONUNdRUM
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gimes oversee mobile banking or mobile payments? Who writes the rules for data 
collection, use, and ownership, and how should those rules govern players at 
different layers of the stack? Whose rules rule?

Policymakers and regulators can help ensure that the mobile revolution continues 
to have a beneficial economic and social impact by helping to stimulate competi-
tion, innovation, and growth. For example, BCG research for the GSMA found that 
countries in the Asia-Pacific region can unlock up to $1 trillion in GDP growth by 

and resistance to change on the part 
of patients and providers alike. 
disconnected or uncoordinated 
efforts, fragmented infrastructure, and 
conflicting incentives add to the 
challenge. The complexity of mobile 
health requires comprehensive 

solutions as well as innovative 
business models.

note
1. See The Socio-Economic Impact of Mobile 
Health, BCG and Telenor Group report, April 
2012.

Maternal information
service saves
mothers’ and

children’s lives

Treatment
compliance using 

SMS helps cure
tuberculosis

Remote treatment
reduces COPD

hospitalizations

Remote monitoring
reduces elder-care

costs

United States
Saves $50 billion

annually Thailand
Cures 40,000

of tuberculosis

Brazil
Avoids 600,000
hospital nights

annually India
Saves 290,000
mothers and

children annually

Kenya
Saves 10,000
mothers and

children annually

Russia
Cures 50,000

of tuberculosis

Denmark
Saves €1.25 billion

annually

Norway
Saves €1.5 billion

annually

Hungary
Avoids 40,000
hospital nights

annually

Malaysia
Cures 10,000

of tuberculosis

Sources: The Socio-Economic Impact of Mobile Health, BCG and Telenor Group report, April 2012; 
BCG analysis.
Note: COPD = chronic obstructive pulmonary disease.

The Potential Impact of Mobile Health Is Significant in All 
Countries
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2020 through the harmonized adoption of the 700-megahertz spectrum band for 
mobile services.2

Different markets will follow different approaches, but the goals are consistent 
around the world:

Create an environment where investors at all layers of the stack can invest with  •
the reasonable prospect of earning a return commensurate with the associated 
risk.

Promote investment in expanded coverage, high-speed infrastructure, and  •
affordable mobile Internet access.

Encourage innovation and entrepreneurial activity, as well as the skill building  •
needed to develop the mobile economy.

Push adoption of “mobile first” approaches in areas where governments have  •
direct influence—for example, in government services, health care, and educa-
tion.

Ensure that school curricula cover the subjects that will enable the next genera- •
tion of leaders across the “mobile stack,” including mathematics, sciences, and 
coding languages; and that teachers are available to teach them.

Keep a vigilant eye out for emerging chokepoints that hinder the development  •
and adoption of new technologies.

We have only just begun to realize the benefits of the mobile Internet for consumers, 
businesses, and society. The gains so far have been built largely on strategic partner-
ships across industries, competition-driven consumer choice within industries,  
and access to the mobile ecosystem. In an age of globally mobile capital and  
talent, the countries that develop and maintain such markets will see the greatest 
payback.

A Mobile Health Check for Companies
The challenges that mobile presents to companies are no less complex. Not only is 
mobile’s development playing out in varying ways in different regions, but users 
like to interact with companies using multiple devices. The competition among 
operators and operating systems adds another layer of intricacy. Further, mobile is 
one of many digital capabilities that businesses need to build—others include cloud 
computing, digital marketing, social media, and big data—and they are all highly 
interdependent. 

Management teams can simplify the nature of the challenge by putting their 
businesses through a “mobile health check.” The fundamental question they need 
to ask is this: Can consumers and employees engage with the company through the device 
of their choosing, at a time and place of their determination, and come away from the 
experience satisfied and having accomplished what they set out to do?

Countries that  
develop and maintain 
open markets will see 
the greatest payback.
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To fully grasp the extent of the challenge, companies should dig more deeply and 
ask themselves if they can make the following declarations.

About Customers
1. We provide a high-quality customer experience regardless of who the customer 

is and how he or she decides to experience us. Specifically:

We understand the different use cases by device and we focus on the most  •
important features for each, prioritizing the most important information to 
fit limited screen real estate.

We can recognize the customer across multiple platforms.  •

We meet customers’ needs regardless of whether they access us through a  •
mobile app or a Web browser. 

Customers arriving by a search engine are provided with a customized  •
mobile landing page relevant to their query.

2. Our mobile solution customizes the user experience to be as relevant and useful 
as possible according to the following criteria:

Where customers are located and whether they are local residents, regular  •
visitors, or first-timers to this area.

The devices they are using and what that tells us about who they are. •

The content, products, or categories they were interested in the last time they  •
visited us, regardless of whether it was on a mobile device or a PC. 

The interests of their friends and contacts from social networks. •

3. The information we gather facilitates each stage of the customer’s journey 
(research, explore, learn, secure, confirm, purchase, and share), enhancing his or 
her experience of our brand.

4. We know how to use the data that mobile generates to improve the effectiveness 
of our marketing and customer service. Specifically:

We are able to track customer history and pathways across devices. •

We regularly update site and app design and product specifications on the  •
basis of those data.

We help ensure customers’ trust through a transparent approach to handling  •
personal data.

5. We can provide experiences that will delight customers now and in the future as 
mobile devices become easier to use and more powerful.

Our company can 
provide experiences 
that will delight 
customers now and  
in the future.
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About Employees
1. Our staff finds it as easy and compelling to use their mobile devices at work as 

they do in other facets of their lives.

2. Our investments in mobile tools enable collaboration; improve productivity, 
responsiveness, efficiency, and service quality; and deepen employee engage-
ment.

3. We can immediately put the information employees need in their hands, 
regardless of where they are.

4. We have adjusted our workforce-competency models to include mobile-related 
skills.

About Strategy and Organization
1. We have established mobile competencies, from the boardroom to the field.

2. Our growth ambitions capture the increasing value in consumer mobile-related 
opportunities and translate them into key initiatives and milestones with 
board-level focus and accountability.

3. We understand the threats to our business from competitors (regardless of 
whether they play in the same, adjacent, or unrelated business areas) who want 
to use mobile to disintermediate our business model.

4. The organization has the agility to deliver regular improvements to the mobile 
experience, to continually conduct tests involving multiple attributes of our 
sites, and to implement the results.

About Technology and Infrastructure
1. The technical team and the product team can together adjust for the signifi- 

cant differences in mobile technology and ecosystems in different geographic 
regions.

2. We can transact business with customers on “native” apps sold in third-party 
app stores, as well as in our own domain through a Web app.

3. We actively track and leverage new capabilities brought to market by various 
players in the mobile stack, including device manufacturers, mobile network 
operators, chipset makers, Internet leaders, and content providers.

4. We have the technical capability to succeed in a networking and software-inten-
sive environment.

Just as the users of the early Macintosh or Windows computers could hardly 
imagine the capabilities of an exponentially more powerful, wireless handheld 

device developed only three decades later, none of us can envision the devices our 
children will be using a few decades from now—or how or for what. This doesn’t 

The organization  
has the agility to 

deliver regular  
improvements to the 

mobile experience.
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mean we shouldn’t try. During her adventure through the looking glass, Alice 
challenges the White Queen:

“[O]ne can’t believe impossible things.”

“I daresay you haven’t had much practice,” said the Queen. “When I 
was your age, I always did it for half-an-hour a day. Why, sometimes 
I’ve believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.”

As consumers revel in the “impossible” simplicity of the world at their fingertips, 
businesses face the complexity of keeping up with the rapid pace of innovation, and 
governments try to figure out what it all means for policy and the global competi-
tiveness of their economies. Those that want to shape the future for their compa-
nies and countries, rather than watch from the sidelines as it accelerates past them, 
will grab hold of the complexity and determine how to make it work for them now.

Notes
1. The Internet stack is the subject of a forthcoming book by Philip Evans, a BCG senior partner and 
managing director, and a BCG fellow. Evans coauthored Blown to Bits: How the New Economics of 
Information Transforms Strategy (Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2000).
2. The Economic Benefits of Early Harmonisation of the Digital Dividend Spectrum & the Cost of 
Fragmentation in Asia-Pacific, BCG and GSMA report, May 2012; http://www.gsma.com/spectrum/
wp-content/uploads/2012/07/277967-01-Asia-Pacific-FINAL-vf11.pdf.
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