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Analysis

A disconnect between network and commercial realities 

While the pandemic has accelerated the movement of enterprise 

systems (such as for ERP and payroll) from on-premises to the 

cloud, it has also underlined the need to process data at the edge. 

By moving workloads to the network edge, devices can run 

algorithms to analyse data and act locally, sending only what is 

needed to the cloud. MEC enables cloud servers to run closer to 

end-points, reducing latency and increasing the speed of local 

processing. The combination of 5G and MEC can deliver the ultra-

low latency and gigabits-per-second throughput required for 

applications to operate in near-realtime.

While the benefits are clear, there seems to be a disconnect 

between network and commercial realities. In the GSMA 

Intelligence Network Transformation 2021 Survey (of 100 operators 

around the world), 35% claim to have no plans to deploy edge 

networking technologies. This is five times higher than for any 

other priority network technology. However, when it comes to 

selling edge networking (the commercial reality), 43% of operators 

already sell it to their enterprise customers, with the rest planning 

to do so by 2025, according to our Operators in Focus Enterprise 

Opportunity 2021 Survey. 

Private and public MEC key to unlocking use cases 

Despite the confusion around the future of edge, operators are 

already putting their MEC strategies in place, hoping to reap the 

benefits. According to our Enterprise Opportunity 2021 Survey, 

over the next two years, 51% of operators see local infrastructure 

(e.g. on-site edge computing gateway) with access to the public 

network as a key means of serving enterprise clients' requirements 

for private networks. Furthermore, within the next two years, edge 

computing will be the primary 5G value proposition marketed to 

enterprises for 23% of operators – almost double the proportion 

currently marketing it as such. Operators are therefore looking to 

partner for public MEC (multi-tenant) and private MEC (single 

tenant, on-premise, with dedicated private network) to unpack a 

wider range of use cases.  

A shake-up in partner preferences 

As enterprises evaluate edge use cases, operators recognise that 

having the right partners to deliver solutions is crucial. Around a 

quarter of operators (26%) point to IT/cloud vendors (e.g. AWS, 

Google, Microsoft, Dell, HPE, IBM) as partners, versus 17% in 2020 

(see chart). Interestingly, industrial vendors are on a par with 

equipment vendors, at 21%. As the likes of Bosch and Siemens test 

edge solutions for their own needs by establishing their own 

private 5G networks, they are a valuable route to market for 

operators. IoT platform companies are next along in the 

partnership ranking, at 18%. Vodafone’s partnership with IoT 

platform provider Wireless Logic to serve smaller enterprises 

(requiring fewer than 250 SIMs) is just one example of how such 

providers can offer a channel to market.

Momentum for 5G is accelerating around the world as 

operators roll out more networks, with 5G standalone 

(SA) on its way to becoming mainstream. As 

deployments of 5G SA networks scale, so too will 

enterprise adoption of advanced 5G features such as 

edge computing. Multi-access edge computing (MEC) 

has become a buzzword in recent years. But with the 

advent of 5G, MEC deployments and partnerships have 

now started to materialise. Recent tie-ups between 

operators and cloud vendors have focused on new use 

cases enabled by the combination of 5G private 

networks and MEC technology, and the potential 

benefits for the digital transformation of industries. 

However, the opportunity also brings the risk of new 

competitive threats and a need to rethink traditional 

telco partners. 

Closer to the edge: 5G encourages operators to 
broaden partnerships for MEC 
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• Lead with use cases – It is widely acknowledged that edge 

computing forms part of Industry 4.0 and is key to the 

successful transformation of manufacturing. In a private 

network scenario in particular, it enables new uses cases such 

as predictive maintenance, robotics and factory automation. 

Other industries can also benefit from edge (e.g. retail, with 

automated check-out), but enterprises are typically interested 

in solutions rather than the technology that enables them. 

Discussions should focus on bridging the physical and digital 

worlds and the tangible benefits that this can bring to 

organisations. 

• Co-opetition is the name of the game – The line between 

co-operation and competition with cloud vendors is becoming 

increasingly blurred as operators look beyond hosting non-

network-related applications, to move more assets (such as 

network functions) to the public cloud, increase flexibility and 

reduce costs. More operators will likely follow the approach of 

Dish, which contracted Dell to provide RAN and edge compute 

infrastructure for its cloud-native, open 5G network. 

• Think holistically – Integration with legacy technologies is the 

top challenge reported by enterprises when it comes to IoT 

deployments. The convergence of IT and OT is necessary to 

digitally transform enterprises’ business models. Systems 

integrators seem to be overlooked by operators as partners 

for edge computing, yet they can offer seamless integration 

into an enterprise’s legacy environments. 

• Security is a must – Only 18% of surveyed operators include 

edge computing security as part of their security solution 

portfolio for private networks. In this quickly evolving market, 

MEC security should be included in 5G private network design 

from the start (proof of concept). To deliver that, operators 

should look to security vendors as key strategic partners and 

ensure they cover security across the value stack.

Closer to the edge: 5G encourages operators to broaden partnerships for MEC 

Cloud formations: operator-vendor partnerships feature 

heavily in outlook for edge
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• Look out for CDNs – The competitive threat for network 

vendors comes from content delivery network (CDN) providers 

such as Akamai, which are targeting the edge opportunity and 

partnering with hyperscalers and telcos. While they may 

already have business relationships with enterprises, they lack 

vertical expertise in certain markets such as manufacturing.

• Use private networks as a way in – As operators look to 

private networks as a near-term business opportunity, they 

will look to partner to roll out 5G networks. Having existing 

partnerships with cloud players helps to run equipment and 

applications via cloud-native services. 

Network vendors

Sylwia Kechiche, Principal Analyst, IoT and Enterprise 

• Developers are key – Operators have a growing appreciation 

of the developer community. Access to it has grown in 

importance the most in terms of operational priorities for 

operators looking to achieve enterprise revenue goals. 

Operators can join industry initiatives that look to create 

global developer frameworks and toolkits to streamline work 

and attract developers. For instance, the GSMA has recently 

published a document that defines a high-level architecture of 

the operator platform. It also describes how the platform 

should expose edge capabilities within an operator network 

and other federated networks to edge application providers. 
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