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Mobile World Congress:  What We Saw 
Despite the dodgy economy, Barcelona’s 
annual 60,000-person mobile-fest was as 
packed as ever - a veritable “who’s who” 
of mobile in attendance.   

What we saw and heard was an industry 
showing both robust growth and activity, 
and going through tremendous change 
and realignment around the adoption of 
the smartphone and consumption of 
mobile Internet and data. 

This Year’s Main Themes: 

• Analytics, Analytics, Analytics 

• Solving the Bandwidth Crunch 

• A Coming of Age for Mobile Marketing, 
Advertising and Commerce 

• What to Do About Over-the-Top 

Analytics, Analytics, Analytics 

Call it analytics, call it “big data”, either way, 
this was a theme that was manifest in almost 
every meeting I had at MWC regardless of if it 
was a carrier, equipment manufacturer, 
application developer, service provider or 
software solutions provider.  The ability for 
mobile devices (particularly smartphones) to 
bring an extra dimension around location-
based and contextual data into the 
understanding of customer behavior is key 
across almost everything that is going on in 
the mobile space. 

Mobile marketers and advertisers are touting 
services focused on identifying, sifting 
through, and parsing the massive amount of 
potentially lucrative data that consumers 
generate with smartphones, carriers are 
looking at how analytics can be deployed to 
create new services, or how to better manage 
strained network infrastructure, core network 
technology players are working hard to 
develop products that can serve a carrier 
marketplace that is trying to avoid becoming 
“dumb pipe” and struggling to create services 

that allow them to participate in, and not just 
be dis-intermediated by, an up and coming 
over-the-top marketplace.    

So the good news is that there is a wealth of 
innovation around developing a deeper 
understanding of what, how and where mobile 
users are consuming mobile data services.  
Unfortunately all this change brings some 
difficulties for certain players as well.   

First, there is no clear model for how carriers 
will monetize all this increased data 
consumption – legacy billing and OSS 
systems are too rigid and lack the real-time 
data and analytical capabilities in the network 
core to allow for the creation of innovative 
services to serve a more dynamic customer-
base of over-the-top service providers, and 
ever more marketing-oriented growth in the 
core mobile business. 

While this would point to lots of opportunity 
for BSS/OSS providers, it is still early days for 
the legacy-challengers.  There are a number 
of players on this front that are positioning to 
help carriers roll out more real-time and 
flexible offerings based on increased analytical 
capabilities and more real-time access to data 
– but no clear market leader or a ton of 
deployments.  I suspect this will be different 
come next year.  This discussion of BSS/OSS 
systems leads us to our next point. 

Solving the Coming Bandwidth 
Crunch 

Without question there was a consensus at 
the show that we are entering a bandwidth 
crunch – carriers are already struggling with 
loads on 3G and 4G is only going to make 
matters worse.  The rapid ascension of 
Android is driving bandwidth hungry devices 
into lower price point customer-bases that 
were feature-phone users in the past and 
devices are becoming faster and more 
bandwidth hungry with every product cycle. 
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What carriers plan to do about this problem 
appears to breakdown into two primary 
approaches.  First is around service and policy 
control either through a.) better 
control/management of user behavior; or b.) 
better/more efficient utilization of existing 
network capacity.   Carriers are moving 
to/have already shut off the all you can eat 
spigot of unlimited data – which means that 
customers and regulators are going to 
demand better tools for bill and service 
utilization management and self-service to 
avoid bill-shock.  And with limited budget for 
additional capital deployment (not to mention 
a lack of available bandwidth frequency) 
carriers are looking for the tools to better 
understand user network utilization to better 
load existing infrastructure. 

The second strategy for dealing with 
increased bandwidth demand is Wi-Fi offload.  
Seamlessly pushing data users onto Wi-Fi 
networks is one way that carriers envision 
ameliorating the challenge of getting 
customers to use less wireless cell network 
bandwidth without necessarily using less data 
The key to this becoming a successful 
solution will be twofold.  The first is making the 
transition between cell and Wi-Fi networks 
seamless and secure for the user – this means 
hooking Wi-Fi validation functionality into the 
overall HLR structure for cell networks.  There 
were several interesting technology players 
targeting this opportunity at the show. 

The second is getting a Wi-Fi footprint out in 
the marketplace that is actually large enough 
to make this effort actually worthwhile.  If there 
isn’t sufficient Wi-Fi coverage not enough data 
will move off the cell network to actually be a 
successful solution to this problem. 

How this second part of the problem gets 
solved is still an open question.  In some 
markets carriers are integrating public wireless 
base-stations into consumer wired network 
access points – essentially turning the wired 
customer base into a built in Wi-Fi footprint 
and backhaul network.  Other possibilities 
include finding ways for independent Wi-Fi 
providers, and large corporate customers with 
Wi-Fi networks to become part of the carrier 
infrastructure on a virtual basis – provided the 
systems are put in place to authenticate users 
and remit to these Wi-Fi providers for 
utilization on their networks.  Last, expect a 
certain amount of Wi-Fi build out by carriers.  

Mobile Marketing and Advertising 
Come of Age 

The lines between mobile marketing, 
advertising and commerce continue to blur as 
the inherent advantages of consumers with 
smartphones are realized en-masse with 
greater smartphone penetration.  The MWC 
“App Planet” pavilion – which is dominated by 
players in the mobile marketing and ad space  
- was exceptionally busy all week. 

There was a great deal of energy around 
analytical solutions (there’s that word again) to 
drive better understanding of consumer 
behavior, targeting for messaging, and 
utilization of location-based information.  
Again smartphone solutions were at the 
forefront.  

The advantages of reaching out to mobile 
users (e.g., they are more far more likely to be 
actionable buyers) is proving out, and a 
number of players are flooding the market with 
solutions to not only help identify and target 
customers, but also shepherd them through 
the purchase process, whether that is in-store 
or remote. 

Much of the excitement around this sector are 
newer solutions providers focused on 
smartphone apps and technology, and many 
of those are still somewhat new to the market 
– but are showing strong growth.  Traditional 
players in the mobile marketing and on-line 
advertising sectors have noticed as well, and 
we expect a fair amount of merger and 
acquisition activity in this space over the 
coming year. 

What to Do About Over-The-Top and 
the Changing Customer Growth 
Opportunities 

It’s questionable whether carriers fully realize 
that over-the-top-players (particularly those 
around iOS and Android solutions) are not 
going to be paying them to use their 
networks.  This is not surprising given that 
these ecosystems are far more like the wired 
Internet culturally than traditional mobile 
telephony. 

To be certain there are carriers that recognize 
that the nature of customer growth is shifting 
away from the core, traditional, post-paid 
consumer to new markets – be they over-the-

We Heard a Lot about Wi-Fi 
Offload for Managing an 
Increasingly Bandwidth-

Hungry User-Base 



  

 

 
3 

Mobile Research 
Mobile World Congress Wrap-up 
 

top players for services like SMS or Video, 
M2M players riding the data network or niche 
brand MVNOs. 

Either way, the reality is that carriers will need 
to step up their core network systems to 
support these new kind of customers.  
Carriers do have certain natural advantages, 
e.g., direct carrier billing (particularly attractive 
in markets where banking infrastructure is 
wanting) and huge customer bases that will 
increasingly come under pressure from new 
ideas.  The degree that they are able to enable 
these new ideas by supporting them and 
partnering with important innovators and 
players in these markets (rather than 
assuming they will be able to lever their 
network into controlling these new markets) 
the more successful they will be.  

And even though the carriers are not yet ready 
to fully back many of these coming markets 

today, the more forward-thinking are most 
definitely preparing.  Expect carriers to make 
supporting these types of services a priority in 
the near future. 

Final Thoughts 

The activity at MWC highlighted the fact that 
the mobile industry is healthy and active 
despite a broader economic malaise.  Part of 
this can be attributed to some technologically-
driven re-ordering of the mobile universe and 
part of this is true growth associated with 
adoption of those technologies.  Either-way it 
is an exciting time to be in the industry and we 
expect it to be an active year on all fronts, 
mergers, acquisitions and financings, in 
mobile.   
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About Headwaters MB 
 

Headwaters MB is an independently owned, growth investment bank and advisory firm.  Headwaters MB has transacted over $15 billion of 
middle market deals and has over $75 billion of deal experience from its 65 full-time senior professionals.  Headwaters has a national office 
footprint in the United States, headquartered in Denver, with additional offices in Boston, Chicago, New York, San Francisco & Washington 
D.C. 

Headwaters MB has a significant international track record; providing our clients with a global reach. 

Our team has generated significant revenue from cross-border transactions, has local advisory partners in 30 countries and the firm has 
been the winner of “Cross Border Deal of the Year”.   

The firm has an established reputation as quality service provider and trusted long-term advisor to clients with a history of process and 
transaction excellence. 

  

The Headwaters TMT Team 

Gary Moon  John Batdorf Mark R. Langner 
Head of TMT Banking Managing Director Managing Director – Research 
415-766-3862 (office) (415) 926-7454 (office) 415-464-6322 (office) 
650-515-8734 (mobile) (415) 847-8805 (mobile) 415-994-0557 (mobile) 
gmoon@headwatersmb.com jbatdorf@headwatersmb.com mlangner@headwatersmb.com 

 

James Stone Sun Jen Yung 
Managing Director Managing Director 
202-263-3290 (office) 917-297-8716 (mobile) 
703-638-8272 (mobile)  
jstone@headwatersmb.com sunjyung@headwatersb.com  
 
 

 

Upcoming Events 

Contact us to set up a meeting at the following events.  We will be attending: 

AdTech SF: San Francisco, CA  Apr. 3 – Apr. 4  

CTIA: New Orleans, LA   May 8 – May 10 
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FINRA Disclosures  

Per FINRA regulations, Headwaters MB, LLC has developed a Business Continuity Plan on how we will respond to events that significantly disrupt our 
business. 

Since the timing and impact of disasters and disruptions ARE unpredictable, we will have to be flexible in responding to actual events as they occur. With 
that in mind, we are providing you with this information on our business continuity plan.  

Our business continuity plan addresses the following: data back-up and recovery; all mission critical systems; financial and operational assessments; 
alternative communications with customers, employees, and regulators; alternate physical location of employees; critical supplier, contractor, and bank 
impact; and regulatory reporting.  

If after a significant business disruption you cannot contact us as you usually do at (303) 572-6000, you should go to our website at 
www.headwatersmb.com.  

Significant business disruptions can vary in their scope, such as only our firm, a single building housing our firm, the business district where our firm is 
located, the city where we are located, or the whole region. Within each of these areas, the severity of the disruption can also vary from minimal to severe. In 
a disruption to only our firm or a building housing our firm, we will transfer our operations to a local site when needed and expect to recover and resume 
business within one business day. In a disruption affecting our business district, city, or region, we will transfer our operations to a site outside of the affected 
area, and recover and resume business within five business days. In either situation, we plan to continue in business, and notify you through our website 
(www.headwatersmb.com) regarding how to contact us. If you have questions about our business continuity planning, you can contact us at (303) 572-6012 

 


