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Summary 
Network Functions Virtualization (NFV) is spearheading the adoption of broader software defined 

networking (SDN) technologies by mobile operators. The combination of these two platforms will 

transform the carriers’ networks, cost bases and service delivery over the coming decade, but this will 

be a long process, and considerable risks currently remain. Despite the hurdles, though, uptake 

among MNOs is accelerating, and by 2018, over 72% will have implemented NFV in some elements 

of their commercial networks. 

Although an SDN strategy does not have to include NFV, almost 80% of MNOs will include this 

standard in their broader SDN strategies, often as the starting point. This is because NFV has been 

conceived, under the auspices of ETSI, specifically for carrier networks, whereas some other SDN 

technologies have been adapted, even shoehorned, from the enterprise space. There is a strong 

sense of ownership of NFV in the mobile community, and many feel its benefits will be more 

immediately realizable than those of SDN.  

Some will even deploy NFV without going further, though in the medium term, the rewards of this will 

be limited. Most believe the maximum benefits will be derived if, eventually, SDN is applied to every 

layer of the network, enabling access, last mile backhaul, optical transport and data center platforms 

to be managed as one end-to-end system. That would mean applying centralized control, standards-

based programmability and virtualization everywhere, and then looking beyond the immediate 

efficiencies.  

The real justification for the huge disruption of SDN will lie in supporting new services and revenues, 

enabled by the endless flexible and reconfigurable network; and by harnessing the vast amount of 

traffic and user data that will pass across it, to improve performance further and to create new 

customer experiences. NFV will often be the stepping stone to that.  

This research note provides a snapshot of current MNO thinking and intentions with regard to NFV, 

as well as a forecast for its pattern of adoption, and an overview of its progress. NFV and carrier SON 

are among the topics which the Maravedis-Rethink RAN team tracks in-depth throughout the year. 

The service analyzes and models the mobile broadband deployment plans of the top 40 operator 

groups (over 170 companies), on a carrier-by-carrier basis, to produce a series of reports and 

research notes. 

RAN Research Note: 

Pace of NFV uptake accelerates, despite 

many risks 

By Caroline Gabriel, March 2014 
 

mailto:info@maravedis-bwa.com


RAN Research Service 
Sales at + 1 305-865-1006 or info@maravedis-bwa.com  
 

 Maravedis-Rethink Copyright March 2014   

 

RAN Research Service 

This note is part of the RAN research service and is not available for sale individually. Led by Caroline 

Gabriel, the RAN service covers the whole wireless access and packet core industry with a special focus 

on LTE-related technologies, including small cells, EPC, carrer WiFi, evolved packet core, and other 

emerging trends. The service provides in-depth operator strategy tracking, as well as vendor profiles and 

SWOT analysis over the whole RAN ecosystem, from chips to infrastructure to management systems. 

Forecasts and full industry reports are produced twice a year and are complemented by 6 research notes 

per year on important topical developments, as well as one-to-one analyst support.  

About the author: 

Caroline Gabriel has spent 25 years analyzing the technology market, starting as a journalist and then 

moving into research and consulting.  She was European content director at VNU, then Europe’s largest 

technology publisher and co-founded Rethink Technology Research in 2000 to focus on emerging wireless 

platforms and operator business models. After Rethink combined its research offerings with those of 

Maravedis, she became the Research Director for the whole venture. In addition, she leads the RAN 

practice and the Wireless Watch weekly research newsletter.  
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