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5G AND THE NETWORKED SOCIETY 

By 2021, it is estimated that there will be 28 
billion connected devices globally –  close to 
16 billion of which will be part of the Internet 
of Things [1]. 5G communication technology, 
along with the continued development of 4G, 
will be the foundation for enabling these con-
nections and helping realize the full potential 
of the Networked Society. 

Standardization efforts for 5G have just be-
gun and are expected to be completed by 2020. 
However, many operators around the world 
have started planning for 5G adoption and are 
taking initial steps toward vendor selection and 
early trials. 

To learn more about operators’ expectations, 
use cases and plans for 5G, Ericsson commis-
sioned a detailed survey of 100 technology lead-
ers from operators in North America, Europe, 
Asia Pacific, and Central and Latin America. 
Respondents included COOs, CTOs and CIOs, 
as well as heads of network operations, net-
work innovation and network development.

This article summarizes the results of this re-
search, including operators’ plans for 5G adop-
tion, and makes three key recommendations for 
what can be done now to prepare for 5G.

5G: A REAL GAME-CHANGER

Almost all (95 percent) of the respondents in the 
survey agreed that 5G supports the ongoing in-
flux of connected devices and the Internet of 
Things (IoT). This is because 5G will increase net-
work capacity, which will be required to handle 
the traffic generated by the expected 28 billion 
connected devices in 2021. In addition, 5G will 
decrease the energy requirements for devices, en-
abling battery life of up to 10 years in some cas-
es. This will significantly reduce maintenance 
costs, making large IoT installations more prac-
tical and cost-effective.

Ninety-two percent of respondents agreed that 
5G paves the way for the emergence of new tech-
nologies. One such example is haptic feedback, 
which brings the sense of touch to a user inter-
face. This could enable someone controlling a re-
mote robot, for example, to “feel” objects in the 
robot’s environment in real time in order to avoid 
collisions. The near-zero latency of 5G enables 
the quick reaction times that make this possible. 
Haptic feedback will enable new use cases such 
as remote surgery, and it will greatly improve the 
safety and effectiveness of remote robot or drone 
operation.

A very large majority of respondents (86 per-
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cent) believed that 5G en-
ables a wider range of ser-
vices than any network has 
done before, and 86 per-
cent also believed that 5G 
will enable new disruptive 
business models and tech-
nology in industries. 

The introduction of 5G 
will allow operators to be-
come more flexible and effi-
cient by moving from a rigid network to an agile 
one that can meet many diverse needs with new, 
as-a-service business models using network slic-
ing. A network slice conceptually decouples a net-
work from the underlying physical infrastructure, 
thereby providing individual, isolated and elastic 
virtual networks on demand, with unique defined 
characteristics. To implement network slicing, 
technologies like software-defined networking 
and Network Functions Virtualization, as well as 
management and orchestration processes, will 
have to work in harmony with a flexible radio-ac-
cess network that can adapt to different require-
ments and deployment models.

Overall, there is an expectation that 5G will be 
an innovation platform that provides the ability 
to bring new services to market quickly. This will 
enable operators to take advantage of market op-
portunities and dynamically meet changing con-
sumer and business needs. 

These findings explain why most of the execu-
tives we surveyed (87 percent) agreed with the 
statement: “5G will be a real game-changer for us.”

5G USE CASES

Operators expect 5G to bring opportunities in the ar-
eas of IoT, broadband everywhere and anytime, crit-
ical control of remote devices, smart vehicles and 
transportation infrastructure, and media everywhere. 

In the 5G era, operators’ traditional business-
es will evolve and grow as many industries are 
transformed by new capabilities. When respond-
ents were asked about the most important poten-
tial 5G use cases for their organizations, mobile 
broadband topped the list, followed by public safe-
ty and health care:
3364 percent – mobile broadband 
3341 percent – public safety
3338 percent – remote operations in health care
3336 percent – real-time remote control
3335 percent – smart buildings
3332 percent – smart cities.
While operators mostly agreed on important 

use cases, there was regional disagreement about 
whether 5G use cases will be primarily consum-
er-driven (as 4G/LTE was by smartphones) or if 
5G will be primarily driven by business needs. A 
small majority of European and North American 
operators believed 5G will be more consumer-

driven, while a similar majority in Asia Pacific and 
Central and Latin America expected 5G to be 
more business-driven. Although many of the new 
5G use cases currently in the spotlight are more 
industrial in nature, it will also be important to 
maintain focus on consumer needs.

5G ADOPTION

While 5G standards are not expected to be final-
ized until 2020, many operators have already be-
gun preparing for this new technology, with some 
trials beginning in 2016. Responses to the survey 
confirmed this trend. In fact, even those opera-
tors still focusing on 4G are beginning to turn 
their attentions to 5G.
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Figure 1: Why is 5G a game-changer?
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According to the survey, operators in Europe and 
Asia Pacific [2] plan to split their attention be-
tween 4G and 5G over the next five years, while 
it appears that North American operators are 
looking ahead to 5G and beyond.  

Most respondents worldwide – 74 percent – 
have plans to roll out 5G at some point, but not 
all have timelines for those plans. North Ameri-
can operators lead the way, with 90 percent hav-
ing plans in place to roll out 5G, followed by 80 
percent in Central and Latin America, and 67 per-
cent in both Europe and Asia Pacific. 

In the survey, we covered three major mile-
stones in rolling out 5G: trials, initial commercial 
deployment, and critical mass deployment. Re-

spondents were asked when their organization 
would reach these milestones, as well as when 
they thought operators in different regions would 
achieve these goals. 

When we asked respondents when their organ-
ization would reach these major milestones, their 
timelines were quite aggressive. Most respond-
ents believed their own trials would begin be-

tween 2017 and 2018, with a smaller spike in 2020. 
Across all regions, there were high expectations 

for commercial deployment of 5G before 2020, 
when the standards are expected to be finalized. 
More than half of North American respondents 
expected their organization to have critical mass 
adoption in 2018. And in all other regions, at least 
half of respondents expected critical mass adop-
tion by 2020.

The respondents were much more conserva-
tive regarding their perceptions of adoption time-
lines for other organizations and regions. When 
asked when milestones would be reached in spe-
cific regions, the respondents had high expecta-
tions for rapid progress in North America fol-

lowed by Europe and Asia Pacific, with mixed ex-
pectations for Central and Latin America.

PREPARING FOR 5G

Based on these timelines, the time to start pre-
paring for 5G is now. 5G systems will include ra-
dio-access, cloud, core, and management solu-
tions (operations support systems/business sup-
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port systems) that address the requirements of 
mobile communication beyond 2020. As a result, 
the transition will be more extensive than in any 
previous generation of mobile communication 
technology. However, operators can already take 
the following three steps to ensure a successful 
transition to 5G:

Choose a trusted partner: operators should se-
lect a transformation partner that can help cre-
ate new revenue streams based on 5G business 
models and use cases. In particular, operators will 
need a partner with the right strategy and archi-
tecture in order to evolve smoothly from their 
current technology to 5G. Moving to any new 
technology has its risks, so we recommend im-
plementing a carefully planned, step-by-step tran-
sition to 5G.

The ideal partner has expertise in minimizing 
risk during highly advanced and multi-access tech-
nology rollouts, experience in making customers 
successful with large, intricate deployments and a 
strong partner ecosystem to accelerate the process. 

Plan ahead to transform everything: in addition 
to technology transformation, operators should 
focus on how their businesses must change in or-
der to address new markets and customers with 
dramatically different business models. For in-
stance, what is the business model for offering ap-
plication-specific, on-demand virtual networks? 
With the new industrial use cases that 5G ena-
bles, there are opportunities for operators to pro-
vide more high-value services. What will these 
look like? 

As well as offering network planning, optimi-
zation and transformation services that prepare 
operators for 5G, the right partner can help on 
the business side with business case development 
and organizational readiness services.

Begin the transformation today: 5G networks will 
be programmable, scalable and on-demand, as 
well as agile and analytics-driven to meet custom-
er needs. Operators can put their networks on the 
right path today by making the following technol-
ogy choices:

33cloud systems that modernize infrastructure, 
applications and data under one operational 
and economic architecture
33analytics platforms to analyze network, sub-
scriber and application data
33 real-time charging and policy solutions for dy-
namic and adaptive governance based on ana-
lytics
33 real-time service enablement platforms that de-
liver customized offerings to subscribers.

CONCLUSION

The Networked Society is here today, bringing 
disruptive change across industries and societies. 
The introduction of 5G will accelerate this trans-
formation and create new use cases and business 
opportunities for operators, industries and con-
sumers. Ericsson predicts that there will be 150 
million 5G subscriptions by the end of 2021 [3] – 
and that time is fast approaching.

To capture the full value of 5G, operators around 
the world are aggressively pursuing 5G rollout 
plans – even before standards are finalized – to 
keep up with demand for low latency, higher per-
formance, capacity, density and security. 

The journey to 5G will be unlike any previous 
network technology evolution. Now is the time 
for operators to engage a trusted partner with the 
knowledge, expertise and experience to guide 
them through this critical transformation. ●
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