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Wi-Fi Is in Growth Mode: Now Is the Time for Operators To Focus on 

Standing Out from the Crowd 
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Faced with exponential increases in mobile network traffic, service providers (SPs) are 

embracing Wi-Fi with a goal to create a carrier-class Wi-Fi experience that can drive new 

revenue and reduce cost. While specialized providers have operated commercial Wi-Fi 

hotspots for nearly two decades, most SPs see Wi-Fi as a fairly new business—currently in 

a key expansion phase. The Cisco® Internet Business Solutions Group (IBSG) interviewed 

SP executives worldwide to better understand the implications of Wi-Fi on SP operations.   

The study covered businesses that, together, operate more than 230,000 access points.  

These SPs currently use one of three organizational models:  

1. Wi-Fi integrated with mobile 

2. Wi-Fi integrated with broadband 

3. Wi-Fi as a stand-alone entity 

Many of these operators are in aggressive growth mode. For established Wi-Fi SPs who 

already have a large number of existing hotspots, the average yearly increase in access 

points is 14 percent. For newcomers and high-growth SPs, the average annual growth 

numbers are well above 100 percent. 

Operational Best Practices Can Help Differentiate SP Wi-Fi Offerings 

Amid this dramatic growth phase, service providers are finding opportunities to 

differentiate. One key way is by offering value-added services (VAS) such as, but not 

limited to, offloading, security, email, managed VPN, and content delivery networks. Fifty-

eight percent of the SPs interviewed are exploring new revenue opportunities by 

implementing VAS, although the scope of these services is still quite limited.  

While VAS presents opportunity, our study shows that offering value-added services can 

have clear implications on fulfillment and assurance processes, and how they integrate into 

the overall operations structure. As such, there are clear distinctions between SPs who 

offer Wi-Fi with VAS and SPs who do not.  
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Figure 1.  Service Providers that Offer Value-Added Services Are Also More Likely To Have Controller-Based 

Networks and Offer Basic Service-Level Agreements. 

 

Source: Cisco IBSG, 2012 

Sixty-two percent of the SPs offering VAS with Wi-Fi involve controllers in their Wi-Fi 

network architecture. And 72 percent of the SPs that offer VAS on their Wi-Fi networks 

also offer service-level agreements (SLAs). SLAs are needed for business customers who 

want to access enterprise content and applications over Wi-Fi.  

As networks and service portfolios expand, SPs can differentiate themselves by following 

operational best practices. These could include:    

 Investment in high-quality site survey and installation: Our study finds that this 

investment pays off; both well-designed and well-installed sites usually 

generate fewer operational problems and therefore reduce the frequency of 

costly field technician visits. 

 Simple automation to improve efficiency: Few SPs claim to have full 

automation for activation, modification, or cancellation of service. While the 

simple nature of current Wi-Fi services may not demand high-level automation, 

a lack of integration between Wi-Fi network management systems and existing 

IT systems is the basis for low automation and puts scalable growth at risk and 

may be slowing expansion.  

 Investing in controller-based architectures for more robust management 

capabilities: Those SPs with VAS services over Wi-Fi often have a controller-

based network environment. Value-added services are typically delivered under 

service-level agreements and require better management of the underlying 

infrastructure. A controller-based architecture helps SPs simplify Wi-Fi network 

design and centralize access point management. SPs regard this as a key 

capability for their overall Wi-Fi strategy  

As Wi-Fi becomes more pervasive and as quality improves, SPs have the opportunity to 

enhance their Wi-Fi service portfolios with content-rich value-added services. As service 

portfolios expand, along with the size of the network, controller-based architectures will be 

more widely deployed, providing a more robust set of operational capabilities. 
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Wi-Fi is a major “hotspot” that will help SPs grow their businesses. To be successful, SPs 

will need to understand operational implications, develop a comprehensive, evolving Wi-Fi 

strategy that can evolve with changing market conditions, and identify the true benefits 

through pilot programs.  

For a more detailed analysis of the survey results, download the complete Cisco IBSG 

Point of View: “Wi-Fi for Service Providers: Challenges and Opportunities for Carrier-Class 

Operations.” 
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