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Executive Summary

This study by TechPolis compares mobile industry Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) in the six-state Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
with those of seven developed Western countries, two in North America, three in Europe, and two East Asian economies.

The headline findings are: 

•  With nearly two connections per person the GCC countries have between 1.5 and 1.8 times the mobile penetration of the US, 

Canada, France, Germany, the UK, Japan, and South Korea; 
•  In terms of unique mobile subscribers the situation is much closer to parity at around 76% of the population connected in the GCC 

and slightly less or more in the seven comparison countries;
•  Thanks almost entirely to 3G, mobile broadband penetration is at a much higher level in the GCC (120%) than the average of the 

Western European and North American countries (94%), but identical to the East Asian countries (120%)
•  Smartphone penetration shows a similar picture with the GCC average being 126% compared to 71% in the selected developed 

economies;
•  However, when it comes to the most modern LTE and M2M technologies the GCC is well behind the other countries. LTE penetration 

is at 16% compared to 44%, in the US and Canada, and M2M penetration at less than 3% compared to nearly 12%.

Our analysis is based on data from the GSMA Intelligence (GSMAi) and Telegeography data bases.
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Introduction 

To find out whether the mobile industry in the Gulf matches that in the most-developed markets of North America, Europe and Asia, 
TechPolis compared mobile telecommunications markets in the GCC (Gulf Cooperation Council) countries — Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates—with selected countries in North America (the United States and Canada), Western 
Europe (France, Germany, and the United Kingdom), and East Asia (Japan and South Korea).[1] Our analysis assesses how GCC 
countries’ mobile industry key performance indicators (KPIs) compare with major mature mobile markets in North America, Western 
Europe and the Far East. 

In this study, we benchmarked GCC performance using six KPIs identifying market performance, maturity, and future potential.
•  Total number of subscribers and connections show the size of the markets.
•  Unique subscriber penetration tells us how much of the population is actually connected. 
•  Mobile Broadband (MBB) Penetration (3G+4G) shows the take-up of mobile broadband within the country and region.
•  Smartphone penetration speaks to the readiness of subscribers to use advanced mobile services, as well as providing an indicator 

of the level of demand for high-end technology products.
•  LTE penetration shows the current implementation levels of advanced, next-generation technologies in the market, pointing to the 

regulatory and economic priorities of the regions’ stakeholders, while also relating to spectrum policy (spectrum liberalization for 
refarming of existing bands and release of new bands for 4G).

•  M2M market share is an indicator of implementation of Internet of Things (IoT) services. 

[1] In this study, we will refer to the averages of KPIs of the United States and Canada as “North America Average”, average KPIs of the United Kingdom, Germany,  
and France as “Western Europe Average,” and Japan and South Korea as “East Asia Average.”
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Source: GSMAi, Q2 2015

With a combined population of 570 million, 
our selected North American and European 
countries have 685 million total mobile 
connections, while the GCC countries with 
less than 51 million people have 97 million 
connections for a much higher penetration 
rate. South Korea and Japan have a 
combined population of 177 million, with 
237 million mobile connections, resulting in 
a higher penetration rate than North 
American and European markets, but still 
far lower than the GCC.[2]
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

[2]	  Total	  Connec.ons	  includes	  M2M	  Connec.ons.

Chart 1: Number of Total Mobile Connections

Comparison of KPIs 
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Source: GSMAi, Q2 2015

The GCC countries, with a relatively small 
population (50.9 million), representing just 
0.7% of the global population, have 1.3% 
of the world’s unique mobile subscribers. 
In percentage terms, the GCC has a 
slightly higher unique mobile subscriber 
base than North America but lower than 
Western Europe and East Asia.


Chart 2: Unique Mobile Subscribers (Penetration)
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Source: GSMAi

Mobile broadband technologies are well 
established in the GCC countries. The high 
penetration in all GCC countries stands out 
in Chart 3, and is at a much higher level 
than North America and Western Europe 
and nearly identical to East Asia. The high 
level of broadband penetration is indicative 
of high investment into advanced mobile 
network infrastructure in GCC countries, 
especially in 3G.  


Chart 3: Mobile Broadband (MBB) Penetration (3G + 4G)
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Source: GSMAi

In GCC countries, there is, on average, 
more than one smartphone in use per 
person. This is the case in four of the six 
countries. We see the highest penetration 
rates in Saudi Arabia (157.44%), Kuwait 
(156.13%), and the UAE (144.20%). As 
Chart 4 shows this penetration rate is 
much higher than in the other countries 
and regions studied. 


Chart 4: Smartphone Penetration
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Source: GSMAi

When we compare the market penetration 
of LTE alone, we see the GCC countries, 
with the exception of Kuwait, still lag well 
behind our selected countries in North 
America, Western Europe, and East Asia. 
GCC countries have been slow to adopt 
4G and this is hindering higher-speed 
mobile connectivity. Kuwait, however, 
stands out as a LTE market leader in the 
Middle East and globally.[3]







.

Chart 5: LTE Penetration
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Source: GSMAi

Another indicator of market maturity is machine-
to-machine (M2M) penetration enabling the 
Internet of Things (IoT). At TechPolis, we regard 
M2M market share as an indicator of the 
readiness of the country or region concerned to 
begin adopting the next generation of mobile 
applications focused on improving economic 
productivity across industries, homes and cities. 
With M2M-optimized markets, we see a mature 
market experiencing investment in the newest 
mobile technology applications. M2M is slated 
for significant growth in the coming years—
countries with networks optimized for M2M will 
see the largest gains in economic productivity. 

The lag in M2M between the GCC countries and 
developed countries in the West and East Asia 
shows there is a very slow uptake of IoT in 
transportation, security, industry and other 
verticals in the GCC. The UAE is the regional 
leader in IoT.  Dubai is pushing forward with 
Smart City deployment, which has the potential 
to stimulate growth and create new opportunities 
in technology, entrepreneurship and jobs. 



Chart 6: IoT Penetration
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Chart 7: 
Map of Mobile 
Penetration worldwide 
with a focus on GCC
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Conclusion

GCC countries show great connectivity in traditional mobile services, but can do much better in implementing the latest technology (LTE) 
mobile application (IoT), and will need to speed up the process if they are to be ready to adopt the next generation of mobile services, 
5G, when it becomes commercially available. 

Our comparison of six KPIs shows a thriving mobile market in the GCC, with higher penetration rates than in the seven developed 
economies we studied.

The statistics showing the total numbers of connections to networks in GCC countries indicate many users have more than one SIM card 
or device.  GCC countries have an average of 186 connected devices per 100 people, compared to the 134 per hundred in Japan and 
South Korea, 93 per 100 in North America and 115 per 100 in Western Europe. Looking at the number of unique subscribers gives a 
somewhat different picture. East Asia has 96 unique subscribers per hundred people, Western Europe has 84 per 100 people and North 
America has 64. the GCC 74 per 100 higher than North America and lower than the other two regions but all four rates are roughly 
similar. 

Smartphone Penetration in the GCC states is substantially higher than in the other regions at 124.5% compared to 74.7% in Western 
Europe, 69.9% in East Asia and 68.7% in North America.  When considering Market Penetration of 3G and 4G technologies, the GCC 
countries are nearly identical to East Asia at with 120.3 compared to 119.6%, but well ahead of Western Europe (82.9%) and North 
America (80.7%).

These numbers show the GCC countries are well connected and have well developed mobile telecommunications.
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Further Questions 

However, using metrics such as LTE penetration and M2M share of total connections, GCC states lag far behind Western Europe, North 
America and East Asia.  LTE penetration indicates that the GCC can do much better.  GCC LTE penetration at just 16% is much lower 
than in East Asia (70.2%) Western Europe (28.7%) and North America (52.%).

M2M share of total connections in GCC states stands at 2.8%. The averages of East Asia (5.9%) Western Europe (9.5%) and North 
America (11.8%) are more indicative of a well-developed, mature, mobile-applications market. 

There are important topics which need discussing regarding both the GCC’s high-performance metrics as well as areas where it is 
lagging:

•  Why do GCC countries have a higher penetration of total mobile connections than North America and Western Europe? What is the 

impact of on net/off net pricing in encouraging multiple SIMs, and are international calling plans for expats a factor?
•  What is responsible for the GCC’s lower LTE penetration? Is it due to tardy spectrum release, operators’ strategies, smartphone 

compatibility, or a combination of these factors? Is GSMi’s data on LTE in the GCC countries consistent with other market 
performance sources?

•  How can we explain Kuwait’s stellar LTE performance with 40% penetration compared to the GCC average of less than 16%?
•  What is holding back IoT development in the GCC countries? 
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Appendix: 
Data Matrix 
Table 1 shows our 
comparison of the 
six GCC countries’ 
KPIs, alongside 
those of the seven 
selected developed 
countries. 

Table 1: GCC Comparison with North America, Western Europe, and East Asia


