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The Rise of Embedded

Telecom
How MVNOs, eSIM and Digital Ecosystems May Reshape the UK Mobile

Market by 2030

A strategy-led view of market structure, governance, and customer experience in the UK

mobile ecosystem — examining structural forces that will define competitive positioning

through 2030.
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The UK Telecom Market Is Entering a New Era
The UK mobile market is undergoing a structural transition that goes beyond pricing cycles or technology upgrades.

Connectivity is becoming an embedded feature of broader digital and commercial ecosystems — reshaping

competitive dynamics, wholesale relationships, and customer expectations simultaneously.

1

Network Ownership

Infrastructure investment and

spectrum dominance define

competitive advantage. MNOs hold

structural power.

2

Brand + Price Competition

MVNOs enter on tariff arbitrage.

Consumer choice expands. Switching

friction remains a structural barrier.

3

Connectivity as Embedded

Feature
Telecom dissolves into fintech, retail,

travel and enterprise ecosystems.

Experience and governance become

differentiators.

"
Telecom is not disappearing. It is dissolving into every other industry.

N E X I B I U M  S T R A T E G I C  O U T L O O K  2 0 2 5

K E Y  P R E D I C T I O N S

eSIM-led onboarding reduces switching friction materially, compressing lock-in windows for consumers and

enterprise buyers alike.

MVNO advantage shifts from tariff-only positioning to experience orchestration as digital onboarding matures

across the market.

Wholesale relationships multiply across the ecosystem, raising assurance, governance and accountability costs for

all parties.

Enterprise connectivity decisions move decisively toward governance, measurable outcomes and accountability

over raw network performance.

Nexibium™ Network Intelligence and Experience Governance — independent research, no commercial affiliation.
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From Network Ownership to Embedded
Connectivity
The UK mobile market has passed through two distinct structural eras and is now entering a third — defined

not by who owns the spectrum, but by who owns the customer relationship and the experience layer above it.

M A R K E T  E V O L U T I O N  T I M E L I N E

1990s – 2010

Era 1 — Network Ownership

2010 – 2024

Era 2 — Brand Competition

2024 – 2030+

Era 3 — Embedded Connectivity

1 Network Ownership

1990s – 2010

The market was defined by

spectrum licences,

infrastructure investment and

geographic coverage. BT,

Vodafone, O2 and EE

competed on network quality.

Switching was rare and costly.

The MNO was the product.

4 MNOs
Controlled 95%+ of UK subscribers

2 Brand + Price Competition

2010 – 2024

MVNOs proliferated on

wholesale agreements,

competing on tariff design and

brand positioning. giffgaff,

Lebara and Tesco Mobile

demonstrated brand loyalty

could be decoupled from

network ownership. Price

became the primary

battleground.

80+ MVNOs
Active in UK market by 2020

3 Embedded Connectivity

2024 – 2030+

Connectivity becomes a

feature embedded within

fintech, retail, travel and

enterprise platforms. eSIM

removes physical barriers to

switching. The customer

relationship migrates to the

ecosystem host. Governance

becomes the new competitive

layer.

Ecosystem-led
Experience owns the customer

So What?

Embedded connectivity makes customer experience accountable across multiple parties simultaneously. When

the MNO, the MVNO and the ecosystem host each influence the customer experience, no single party owns the

outcome. Governance fills that gap — or the customer pays the price.
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Why MVNO Growth Is Structural — Not Temporary
The expansion of MVNOs in the UK reflects a durable structural shift in how consumers and enterprises

select, onboard and retain mobile connectivity — driven by technology, behaviour and commercial logic

simultaneously.

eSIM Removes Switching Friction

Physical SIM replacement was a structural barrier to

switching. eSIM eliminates that friction entirely —

onboarding becomes a digital journey measured in minutes.

Lock-in erodes. Loyalty must be earned continuously.

Digital Onboarding Maturity

Consumer expectations shaped by fintech and e-commerce

now apply to mobile. Instant activation, app-first

management and transparent billing are baseline

expectations. MVNOs built natively digital meet this bar

more naturally.

Consumer Behaviour Shift

Younger demographics show materially lower brand loyalty

to traditional MNOs. Purchasing decisions are increasingly

experience-led and value-conscious — favouring agile

MVNO propositions over legacy brand inertia.

Experience-Led Buying

The decision to select a mobile provider is increasingly

embedded within a broader ecosystem purchase — a bank

account, a loyalty programme, a travel booking.

Connectivity becomes a benefit, not a standalone purchase

decision.

I L L U S T R A T I V E  U K  M A R K E T  S H A R E  S C E N A R I O S  —  2 0 3 0

MNO Retail 45–55%

MVNO Brands 30–38%

Ecosystem eSIM 10–18%

Illustrative scenarios only — not a forecast. Ranges reflect high and low adoption trajectories.

Governance matters when promises multiply.

As more brands enter on wholesale agreements, the gap between the promise made to the customer and the experience actually

delivered widens. Governance, assurance and independent measurement become structurally important — not optional.
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The New Telecom Entrants
The most significant new entrants to the UK mobile market are not traditional telecoms operators. They are

fintech platforms, retail ecosystems, travel brands and enterprise technology providers — each embedding

connectivity as a feature within a broader commercial relationship.

FINT EC H M V NO

Fintech Platforms

Digital banks and payment platforms are

embedding mobile connectivity as a premium

account benefit. The strategic logic is clear:

connectivity increases daily app engagement,

reduces churn and deepens the primary financial

relationship. Strategic references include Revolut

and Monzo — both exploring or operating mobile

propositions.

R ET A IL  EC OS Y S T EM

Retail Ecosystems

Supermarkets, loyalty platforms and large retail

groups have long operated MVNOs as customer

retention tools. The next iteration integrates

connectivity with personalised offers, loyalty

rewards and omnichannel data — making mobile a

data asset, not merely a revenue line.

T R A V EL  B R A ND

Travel Brands

Airlines, hotel groups and travel aggregators are

deploying eSIM-based roaming and local

connectivity products. The value proposition is

seamless international connectivity within a trusted

travel relationship — removing a persistent pain

point at the point of highest customer engagement.

ENT ER P R IS E

Enterprise Connectivity Models

Large enterprises are increasingly procuring

connectivity as a managed outcome rather than a

network service. Private networks, IoT-led

deployments and enterprise MVNO structures give

organisations direct control over connectivity

governance, cost and experience quality.

E C O S Y S T E M  T E L E C O M  M O D E L

Customer

Ecosystem

→ Embedded

Connectivity

→
Retention + Loyalty

→
Monetisation

The host owns the context; the network becomes a utility beneath it.
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The MNO Dilemma

The four major UK MNOs face a structural tension that no amount of marketing investment can resolve. As the

ecosystem model matures, they are simultaneously required to be infrastructure owners, wholesale platforms and

premium retail brands — three roles with fundamentally different commercial logics.

Wholesale Growth vs Margin Compression

Wholesale revenues from MVNO hosting are growing. Each

new MVNO partner adds recurring revenue with limited

incremental network cost. But every MVNO customer is a

retail customer the MNO no longer owns directly.

Retail Erosion

Direct retail subscriber bases are under structural pressure

from eSIM-enabled switching and ecosystem MVNOs. The

premium retail brand faces commoditisation as connectivity

becomes a background feature of other products.

Customer Ownership Challenge

When a customer joins a fintech MVNO, the MNO provides the

network but the fintech owns the relationship. Billing, support,

experience design and loyalty all sit with the MVNO host. The

MNO becomes invisible — a utility beneath the experience

layer.

Monetisation Tension

Wholesale pricing compresses margins relative to direct retail.

MNOs must invest in network quality to retain wholesale

partners while simultaneously defending premium retail

pricing — a tension that intensifies as 5G investment cycles

continue.

The "AWS for Connectivity" Analogy

Amazon Web Services enabled competitors to build on top of it. The question for MNOs: does wholesale infrastructure hosting

create durable platform value — or accelerate commoditisation of the network layer? Value hinges on data, assurance and

governance — not just capacity.

L AY E R E D  M A R K E T  S T R U C T U R E

L A YE R 1  — M N O  I N F RA STRU C TU RE

Spectrum, RAN, core network, national coverage — the physical foundation

L A YE R 2  — W H O L E SA L E  P L A TF O RM

MVNO hosting, eSIM provisioning, wholesale agreements, SLA frameworks

L A YE R 3  — D I G I TA L  BRA N D S

Fintech MVNOs, retail ecosystems, travel eSIM, enterprise connectivity — customer-facing experience layer
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Who Wins — And Who Gets Squeezed?
Not all MVNO models are equally well-positioned for the structural shift underway. The matrix below maps

competitive positioning across two axes: differentiation strength and ecosystem integration depth. Position

determines durability.

D I FFER ENTI A TI ON

↑

W I N N E RS

High Differentiation + Deep Ecosystem

Ecosystem MVNOs (fintech, retail)

Strong brand ecosystems

Full MVNO models with owned CX

Enterprise MVNOs with governance

W A TC H

High Differentiation + Low Ecosystem

Niche specialists (IoT, enterprise)

Governance-led enterprise propositions

Strong community-led brands

P RE SSU RE

Low Differentiation + Deep Ecosystem

Arbitrage-led propositions

White-label resellers without owned CX

SQ U E E ZE D

Low Differentiation + Low Ecosystem

Generic eSIM sellers

Undifferentiated price players

EC OSY STEM  I NTEGR A TI ON D EP TH →

Strategic Implication

The matrix reveals a clear structural pattern: differentiation without ecosystem depth creates dependency on a

single channel or proposition; ecosystem depth without differentiation creates lock-in risk and margin erosion.

The most durable positions combine a genuine customer relationship with a connectivity proposition that is

genuinely difficult to replicate on price alone.
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A View of the UK Mobile Market in 2030
By 2030, the UK mobile market will likely operate across four distinct layers — each with different

commercial logic, customer relationships and governance requirements. Understanding the architecture of

this future state is essential for strategic planning today.

U K  M O B I L E  M A R K E T  —  I L L U S T R A T I V E  2 0 3 0  O P E R A T I N G  M O D E L

F O U N D A TI O N  L A YE R MNO Infrastructure Layer

Shared RAN, 5G Standalone, national coverage, spectrum assets

EE / BT Vodafone O2 / VMO2 Three

W H O L E SA L E  L A YE R MVNO Brands — eSIM Provisioning — SLA Frameworks

giffgaff Tesco Mobile Lebara iD Mobile Sky Mobile

E C O SYSTE M  L A YE R Fintech + Retail + Travel eSIM Players

Fintech MVNOs Retail Loyalty eSIM Travel eSIM Platform-embedded SIMs

E N TE RP RI SE  L A YE R Enterprise Connectivity — Private Networks — IoT

Private Networks IoT Connectivity Enterprise MVNO Managed Connectivity

Cross-layer governance, assurance and independent measurement — the emerging critical layer

This layered architecture creates structural complexity that did not exist in the two-era market. Each layer has

different commercial incentives, governance frameworks and customer accountability models. The gaps between

layers — particularly between wholesale and ecosystem — represent the emerging governance challenge of the

next decade.
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The Emerging Experience Governance Gap
As the UK mobile market fragments into a multi-layer ecosystem of MNOs, MVNOs, fintech brands, retail platforms

and enterprise models, a structural governance gap is opening. More brands. More wholesale arrangements. More

complexity. More variability in the experience actually delivered to the end customer.

80+
Active MVNOs in the UK market today

3–5x
Projected growth in wholesale

arrangements by 2030

0
Independent cross-ecosystem experience

validators today

"
Who independently validates whether the customer experience matches the promise?

In a multi-party chain — MNO, wholesale partner, MVNO brand, ecosystem host — accountability for the end customer experience

is diffuse. Each party can point to another. No single party has the incentive or the visibility to measure the whole chain

independently.

T H E  G O V E R N A N C E  G A P  —  F O U R  D I M E N S I O N S

Assurance

Network performance and quality commitments made to MVNO customers are rarely independently verified against the

actual experience delivered. Assurance frameworks are internal, not independent.

Measurement

Customer experience metrics are measured differently by each party in the chain. There is no common framework, no

shared baseline, and no independent benchmark across the ecosystem.

Accountability

When a customer experience fails in a multi-party chain, accountability is contested. Contractual SLAs exist between parties,

but the customer sees only the brand. Accountability must span the full chain.

Escalation

Escalation paths in multi-party arrangements are complex, slow and often opaque to the end customer. The absence of

clear escalation governance is a material risk to customer trust and regulatory standing.

This is not a product issue; it is an operating-model governance issue.
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Closing Perspective

The UK mobile market is not at the end of a disruption cycle. It is at the beginning of a structural

reconfiguration that will take the better part of a decade to resolve. The forces at work — eSIM

proliferation, ecosystem embedding, wholesale expansion and the collapse of switching friction — are not

reversible. They are compounding.

"
By 2030, MNOs may still own the network — but MVNOs increasingly

own the customer context.

N E X I B I U M  S T R AT E G I C  O U T L O O K  2 0 2 5

The next telecom battleground may not be coverage alone — but who owns trust, experience and

ecosystem loyalty. The organisations that understand this shift earliest — and build governance,

measurement and accountability into their operating models now — will be best positioned to navigate

the decade ahead.

Nexibium™

Independent Network Intelligence and Experience Governance for the UK Mobile Ecosystem. We provide

strategy-led research, independent assurance frameworks and governance advisory for MVNOs, MNOs,

enterprise buyers and ecosystem platforms.

www.nexibium.com
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