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Operators must transform themselves end to end and top to bottom to play in the coming digital economy, 
and it’s going to come down to the ability of the BSS to keep up with their digital strategy

Arguably two of the biggest buzzwords of 2015 have been “digital 
disruption” and digital transformation”. We hear them a lot in the tech 
press and at telecoms conferences, usually in the context of OTT play-
ers encroaching on the telecoms sector in various ways – voice, SMS, 
TV, location-based services and even broadband data access. 

Notice that the two terms go hand in hand. Digital players are suc-
cessfully disrupting the traditional telecoms industry – despite the ef-
forts of the latter to preserve existing business models – and that’s 
forcing telcos to transform themselves into digital service providers 
that can not only keep up with the changing times, but also take back 
the lead in defining or shaping that change. 

One reason the OTTs have been so successful at disrupting tel-
ecoms is that it’s not just happening here: just about every business 
that relies on IT tech has had its world rocked by paradigm shifts in 
digital technology and consumer behavior patterns. Put simply, we are 
shifting to what analysts are calling the “digital economy”. 

The good news is that telecoms is a key element of that. Analysys 
Mason defines “digital economy” as “a socioeconomic activity medi-
ated by software and enabled by telecoms infrastructure”. That means 
operators can play and thrive in the new digital economy, provided 
they transform themselves into digital service providers (DSPs) that 
can compete in the broader internet economy, rather than inside the 

traditional telecoms silo. 
However, that transformation requires a long-term plan and some 

fairly radical rethinks regarding business models and even organiza-
tional structure. Given the exponential growth of data traffic in the past 
decade, and the growth yet to come, much of the focus in telecoms 
has been on things like network upgrades and data centers, as well 
as moving infrastructure to a software-defined architecture. That’s un-
derstandable and a good start, but it’s only a start. Operators have to 
change the way they do business, end to end and top to bottom. And at 
the end of the day, it’s going to come down to the ability of the backend 
to keep up with their digital strategy. 

Billing is key advantage
BSS has a reputation for being the unsexiest part of the telecoms 

business, despite the fact that it’s the part that enables service provid-
ers to make money. But as it happens, it’s the BSS that gives operators 
a key advantage over their OTT rivals, says P.S. Tang, founding director 
of Packet One. 

“You can say that, yes, operators have fallen behind the OTTs, but 
they still have key strengths such as higher trust levels and a strong 
billing relationship with the customer,” Tang says. “Operators can 
make use of RCS and analytics platforms to build up the kind of infra-
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structure that OTTs have and provide a better user experience.” 
Devid Gubiani, CTO of Bolt, adds that this is especially true in 

prepaid-dominated markets like Indonesia, where operators have the 
advantage of experience when it comes to developing new business 
models for customers who don’t have credit cards. 

“The OTTs can’t do that,” he says. “For example we have companies 
like iFlix offering services in Indonesia, but it’s subscription-based, and 
you have to have a credit card to use it. Our strength is that we have 
a billing and charging model that is different from the all-you-can-eat 
model that enables OTT services.”

As an example, Bolt offers access to cable TV channels via its 4G 
network in one-hour blocks. “One hour of cable TV equals about 1GB of 
data, and we charge 90 cents for that.” 

However, Gubiani cautions that the operator billing relationship is 
only as good as the ability of the BSS to keep up with market cycles – 
and the cycles are happening faster and faster. 

“Today we’re not in the same ten-year cycle as we were in the SMS 
days – it’s more like a few months, and if we’re not able to catch it in 
time and respond effectively by implementing package plans or flexibil-
ity in the way we address data coming from the user, by the time we’ve 
fixed this, another trend will emerge,” he says. “These very short lifecy-
cles make it hard for systems to be able to counter for that. That goes 
for BSS, OSS, PCRF, across the whole way you handle customer data.” 

Digital defined
Gubiani adds that digital transformation isn’t just about technol-

ogy upgrades. “I’d say it’s about 70% mindset, and 30% hardware or 
software.” 

Transforming mindsets is never easy, especially in business. In the 
case of digital transformation, it doesn’t help that there’s no single 
definition of what “digital” means, at least as a business transforma-
tion concept. 

In a July post, Karel Dörner and David Edelman, principal analysts 
at McKinsey, defined digital as “less as a thing and more a way of doing 
things.” And the things you should be doing come down to three basic 
attributes: 
   • Creating value at the new frontiers of the business world (new 

businesses in adjacent categories; new value pools in existing sec-
tors, etc)

   • Creating value in the processes that execute a vision of customer 
experiences (using new capabilities to improve how customers are 
served via proactive decision making, contextual interactivity, real-
time automation and journey-focused innovation)

   • Building foundational capabilities that support the entire structure 
(i.e. mind-sets and system/data architecture).

BSS pressure
A key aspect of the digital economy is that the new revenue op-

portunities are far more diverse. Think of mobile business models as 
a series of waves: 
   • First wave: voice
   • Second wave: SMS
   • Third wave: data
   • Fourth wave: digital services.

But where the first three waves constituted a single source of rev-
enue, the fourth wave will be a myriad of services covering everything 
from OTT content and managed enterprise services to e-commerce, 
mobile advertising, healthcare and the Internet of Things, to name just 
a few.

Complicating things further is the fact that the ability to offer new 
digital services quickly and flexibility will be enabled by network virtu-
alization technologies like cloud, SDN and NFV. The proposed benefits 
have been well documented, and if nothing else it gives operators an 
opportunity (if not an excuse) to begin systematically tearing down 
their organizational silos and replacing them with the flexible virtual-
ized platform they’ll need to play in the digital economy.

But needless to say, that’s going to put a hell of a lot of pressure on 
BSS. Telcos will need at least three layers of support for digital services. 

At the infrastructure layer, you have functions like mediation, vir-
tualization, and cloud-based standards. At the operations layer, there’s 
APIs, CRM, customer control, product catalogs and policy manage-
ment. And the apps/services layer requires support for pricing, reve-
nue sharing, partner management and settlement. It will take an open, 
flexible and scalable BSS to support those various functionalities at 
all three layers.  

Tricky – but certainly doable, as long as you’ve got a comprehen-
sive plan for digital transformation and the courage at the board level 
to carry it out. l
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Digital transformation changes 
cybersecurity game: Gartner

As more businesses embrace digital transformation, they’re 
helping reshape the cybersecurity landscape. This in turn increases 
the importance of comprehensive cybersecurity in their business 
models and processes, according to new research from Gartner.

Christian Byrnes, managing VP at Gartner, says that businesses 
have reached an inflection point in business and technological inno-
vation. The digital explosion is moving technologies from core archi-
tectures to a highly distributed and fit-for-purpose edge.

“The race to the edge has pushed the environment for protect-
ing data and infrastructure into the physical world, merging functions 
focused on data and information with functions that make actual 
changes to people and their surrounding environments,” says Byrnes.

“Protecting information alone isn’t enough, and ensuring the con-
fidentiality, integrity and availability of that information isn’t enough,” 
he says. ”Leaders in cybersecurity must now assume responsibility 
for providing safety for both people and their environments.”

A key aspect of the cybersecurity scenario is openness. Organi-
zations must decide how transparent to make their services to cus-
tomers. This depends on their approach to data accessibility, the 
infrastructure in place, their corporate culture, their processes, and 
their adaptation to change.

Gartner believes that demands for transparency in the digital 
business climate of 2020 will drive more organizations toward open-
ness as a strategy of priorities. Requirements for large-scale, real-
time adaptive protection, safety and privacy at digital and physical 
levels will drive new cybersecurity skills, practices and technologies.

“Cybersecurity professionals are the new guardians of major 
change within the organization,” says Byrnes. “Such professionals 
are now so integrated with digital business decisions that leaders 
cannot tell where business ends and cybersecurity begins. The digi-
tal explosion and the race to the edge have achieved what previous 
waves of technology evolution have failed to do – to integrate cyber-
security professionals and business leaders into effective teams.” l

Get ready for second wave of 
digital transformation: Ovum

The second wave of digital transformation is coming, and con-
nectivity will play a vital role in enabling it over the next ten years, 
according to a new report from Ovum. 

The report, Digital Economy 2025: The Future of Broadband, says 
that the digital economy will see the adoption of disruptive technolo-
gies – including the IoT, cloud, and analytics – impacting a far larger 
number of industry sectors. Processes across entire business ecosys-
tems will be controlled, analyzed and optimized in brand-new ways.

Steven Hartley, Ovum’s Practice Leader for Service Provider & 
Markets and author of the research, says that two key drivers will dic-
tate the extent to which technology and commercial change over the 
coming decade will impact today’s players:

1) the rate at which disruptive technologies such as IoT, cloud, 
analytics and artificial intelligence are adopted, and 2) the degree 
to which that adoption will disrupt the status quo of today’s ecosys-
tems.

“The key driver behind this second wave is the ability to cost-
effectively connect more things through [the] IoT, which itself is 
enabled by low-cost sensors, processing, connectivity, and cloud 
computing. This in turn enables companies to control, analyze, and 
optimize more elements of their business processes,” he said in a 
blog post.

“Combined with improved technological capabilities such as 
predictive analytics and artificial intelligence, the impact will be ex-
traordinary,” wrote Hartley. “It offers players opportunities to be truly 
transformative in how their business functions and the business 
models they employ. This will enable them to transform the way their 
ecosystem functions – and even create completely new ecosystems.”

That will also drive demand for connectivity, he adds. “Demand 
for connectivity will soar as more devices demand more bandwidth 
in more locations. The challenge for communications service provid-
ers will be to deliver that connectivity to sufficient quality at a viable 
cost.” l
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Communications service providers (CSPs) face tough competi-
tion from OTT application providers. If CSPs are to remain relevant 
and provide services that compete effectively in the market, they 
must harness their existing advantages.

CSPs maintain and operate fixed and mobile networks which 
are upgraded to the latest technologies and provide large capacities 
and high speeds to serve customers with high quality data and vid-
eo connections. They have long-term customer and billing relation-
ships linked to customer identities, and large amounts of data on 
how their customers behave and use their services. CSPs will need 
to restructure their networks and re-organize their operations – in-
cluding processes and people – to provide a platform for themselves 
and their partners. They must then use that platform to provide a 
range of services to a variety of traditional and non-traditional cus-
tomers in new B2B2X business models.

Morphing into DSPs
Software-controlled networks (SCNs) represent the most sig-

nificant shift in communications networking in over 50 years, but 
drastic change in network operations is needed if telcos are to move 
beyond being CSPs to becoming DSPs. One of the hallmarks of a 
DSP (digital service provider) is the capability to provide always-on 
communications via a cloud-based delivery model, with an opera-
tions model that enables fast and flexible service innovation through 
real-time, automated service fulfillment, and experience manage-
ment. Visualization plays an enabling role by providing elastic ca-
pacity – by employing intelligent service and resource orchestration 
supported by policy, security and analytics.

CSPs will need to protect potential revenue of U$1.71 trillion in 
2015 while addressing the wider market for digital economy ser-
vices. Visualization should enable a flexible operations framework. 
Creating this framework will be disruptive for CSPs, but will pay off 
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in terms of increased revenue through digital economy service ena-
blement to obtain new revenue streams while supporting existing 
revenue streams in a more cost-efficient manner.

Framing the network
Network visualization will support agile service creation, provi-

sioning and management, and CSPs will achieve this if they imple-
ment a vNGN-OSS framework on their evolutionary path towards 
becoming DSPs. The framework must be built around a unified, dy-
namic inventory that integrates with service fulfillment and assur-
ance functions and allows closed-loop planning; a service orches-
tration layer within service fulfillment that allows for conversion of 
customer-facing services (CFS) to resource-facing services (RFS); 
and a separate network management and enforcement layer that 
abstracts and controls the virtual and physical infrastructure.

Network orchestration systems play a key role in enabling this 
agility because they manage the network resources lifecycle and 
provide the critical link between the customer-facing resources and 
the network-facing resources: they abstract the network for the cus-
tomer service layers.

CSPs will build private or hybrid cloud-based solutions in order 
to provide services with a faster time-to-market. The solution deliv-
ery must be supported by real-time analytics platforms that provide 
business and operational optimization, along with real-time conver-
gent billing systems with multi-tenant and comprehensive partner 
management support. The customer experience can be enhanced 
through digital techniques for omni-channel marketing, use of social 
networks in customer care, and linking the outside-in and inside-out 
data to provide the interlock between the customer-facing BSS and 
network-facing OSS. l

Shanthi Ravindran is a senior analyst with Analysys Mason
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Mindset change: mastering simplification 
The digital economy presents both opportunities and challenges 

for Communications Service Providers (CSPs). Behind both is the 
biggest challenge of all: changing the culture and mindset of a large 
organization. That’s why many operators have chosen to dip their 
toes in the water of the digital economy – through digital divisions 
or external investment – rather than embrace it wholeheartedly into 
the core of their business. 

This is understandable. A CSP wishing to become a Digital Ser-
vice Provider needs to move from a world view where the CSP is at 
the center of a tightly held universe to one where the CSP is an inte-
gral part of one or more ecosystems. A new way at looking at opera-
tions, interfaces, and interactions is required for emergent DSPs.

At the heart of the cultural change required by CSPs: the adop-
tion of openness, building partnerships, and focusing on enhanced 
customer experience. This interlinked trio forms the levers to driv-
ing monetization in the digital economy, and all are dependent on a 
further factor: simplification of operations – to drive profitability and 
success in the market. 

Openness
Any new business model for transitioning CSPs demands open-

ing up the organization to access from outside, involving multiple 
partners, and working in new industry verticals. Openness is at the 
center of an ecosystem business model that demands a high degree 
of transparency and sharing. Standardization of processes and inter-
faces, and embracing industry standards wherever possible, simpli-
fies partner on-boarding and ongoing operations, as well as facilitat-
ing continuous improvement.

Partnerships
Partnerships exploit this new openness, bringing in a wide range 

of products and services, including expert business solutions that 
the CSP could never offer in its own right. Managing partners – mak-

ing it easy to connect, provision offers, collect customer payments, 
and share revenue – is fundamental to the digital business model. 
Premium partners will scrutinize the emergent DSP’s capabilities 
prior to agreeing to work together, unwilling to risk their brand with 
an inferior user experience.

Customer experience
Which brings us to customer experience and how it drives mon-

etization. DSPs looking to the long term need to differentiate their 
market positioning from mainstream OTT providers. While they have 
the advantage of an ongoing relationship with their customer base, 
they struggle when offering me-too products to the market, driving 
differentiation with price rather than value.

Focusing on the unique value proposition that the close coupling 
of digital products and network quality of service that DSPs can offer 
their customers will help shape market offerings. For example, the 
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integrity of cloud services, premium video or 
eHealth offerings is highly reliant on the un-
derlying communications network. Service 
and delivery need to be managed in unison to 
create a compelling market offering that can 
be offered at a premium.

Simplification
So emergent DSPs have a lot to focus on 

– from building partnerships, to opening up 
their business, to providing the experience 
their customers demand. To achieve this, 
many will find that simplification will stream-
line transition to the digital economy. Simpli-
fication means standardizing processes and 
systems, removing silos, and removing overly 
customized and configured systems.

Traditional CSP practices saw high invest-
ment in customized and in-house systems 
and processes. These investments may have 
delivered unique features that drove competi-
tive differentiators in the past, but now they 
simply block an operator’s ability to adapt. 
Evolving CSPs are focusing on flexibility, of-
fering SaaS or SaaS-like experiences to their 
partners and customers. Often they are commoditizing their infra-
structure and software to simplify their operations, and are turning 
to managed services arrangements to transform and manage their 
BSS as a service. This frees valuable skills to develop the partnership 
and product strategies required for building the digital business.

The way forward
We will see both CSPs and DSPs move to simplify their infrastruc-

ture in the coming years. The CSP will have a focus on operational ex-
cellence, efficiency and low cost, perhaps offering a handful of part-
ner products to create a market niche. The DSP on the other hand 
will focus on innovation and fast time to market, embracing open-
ness, sharing and the adoption of a wide range of industry standards 
to underpin market success. For both there is much to gain and many 
challenges to overcome, but with the right mindset, they can find a 
successful path to growth. l
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