
Sub-Saharan  
Africa

When it comes to telecommunications, Sub-Saharan 
Africa truly is a land of opportunity. The region is one 
of the world’s fastest growing mobile markets and it 
has taken great strides with regards to ICT service 
development and internet growth. 

ErICSSon MobIlITy rEporT AppEndIx

The region is predominately a traditional voice and text 
market, but the increasing uptake of internet-enabled 
handsets is making data more common. The mobile 
phone is the most used device amongst  
Sub-Saharan Africa consumers.1

1Ericsson Consumerlab Analytical platform (2013)



Users and  
devices
User behavior 
Mobile users in Sub-Saharan Africa mainly use 
communication services (voice, SMS, email) on their 
mobile phones, with SMS taking the top spot, followed by 
social networking and browsing the internet. Interaction 
with friends and family is an important part of the region’s 
communication consumption. Activities on social media 
sites are driven by communication with friends, the 
sharing of information and entertainment. The youth 
segment (those aged up to 30) living in South Africa, 
nigeria and Kenya are the primary drivers of social 
networking activity in Sub-Saharan Africa. A fast and 
reliable internet connection plays a pivotal role in enabling 
social media activities such as the uploading of videos 
and pictures and the streaming of content.2

Social media in Sub-Saharan Africa has evolved from  
strictly being a text-based platform. Consumers are  
also increasingly using social media for posting and 
viewing video. 

App culture in Sub-Saharan Africa is strongly evolving 
in the region. The most common types of apps to be 
downloaded are those for banking. Mobile finance 
services have strong growth potential in the region. 
This is mainly due to an array of banking apps being 
introduced to the market from both mobile operators and 
established banks, as well as the fact that many people 
do not have access to traditional banks. 

Consumers are still using such services at a very basic 
level, but their uptake signals a growing inclination 
towards trying more advanced options. Industry in  
Sub-Saharan Africa promotes integration into the mobile 
ecosystem and encourages financial inclusion in the 
region, so more forward-looking and convenient payment 
options should be endorsed and communicated to mobile 
users. This may increase awareness as well as usage of 
these services.2

Mobile devices 
The mobile phone is the main device for voice 
communication and internet access in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. This is primarily driven by the lack of fixed 
infrastructure in the region, and the device’s relatively  
low cost.

Today, the region is dominated by basic and feature 
phones, but smartphones are becoming more common. 
The smartphone, with its multifaceted capabilities, has 
proven to be a game changer in Sub-Saharan Africa’s 
mobile industry. The device has enabled the integration 
of individuals, businesses and society through innovation, 
and has promoted further connectivity. Even though the 
potential benefits of the smartphone are huge, the  
device is still viewed as comparably unaffordable for the 
price-sensitive region. It is this socioeconomic factor  
that is driving the introduction and consumption of  
low-end smartphones. 

Smartphone uptake in Sub-Saharan Africa over the next 
six years and beyond is set to be relatively rapid. It will 
be driven partly by low-cost smartphones entering the 
market and the increasing demand for content services to 
be delivered over mobile devices.

2 Ericsson Consumerlab Analytical platform (2013)



Mobile penetration in Sub-Saharan Africa was around  
70 percent in Q3 2013 – much lower than the global 
average of 92 percent. However, with the mobile 
revolution setting in across the region, mobile  
penetration will increase. 

In Sub-Saharan Africa, the countries with the  
greatest number of year-on-year net additions  
of mobile subscriptions for Q3 2013 were: nigeria, 
democratic republic of Congo, Mali and Ghana, 
respectively. In terms of mobile subscriptions per  
country, nigeria leads, followed by South Africa,  
Kenya, Ghana and Tanzania, respectively. 

Total mobile subscriptions are forecasted to increase 
from more than 560 million in 2013 to around 930 million 
by the end of 2019.

The fact that consumers in the region have embraced 
the mobile revolution has made huge waves in the 
overall telecommunications industry. For example, there 
have been some traditional fixed-line players that have 
diversified their product portfolios to include mobile 
broadband connectivity.  

Sub-Saharan Africa is making great strides in its 
evolution from GSM/EdGE networks, with many 
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operators upgrading to WCdMA/HSpA and lTE systems. 
With the increase in mobile data traffic, and heightened 
expectations of app coverage, superior network 
performance will be imperative.

In 2013, more than 85 percent of mobile subscriptions 
in the region are expected to be GSM/EdGE-only 
subscriptions. Today, the region’s mobile phone market  
is dominated by basic and feature phones (2G enabled). 
over the coming years, there will be a significant increase 
in the number of smartphones. The majority of first-time 
smartphone users in the region will most probably only be 
able to afford low-end models operating on 3G networks. 
As the smartphone market is led by 3G-enabled devices, 
it will take time to substitute these for lTE versions. 
This will contribute to the increase in WCdMA/HSpA 
subscriptions rather than lTE subscriptions. by the end 
of 2019, there will be over 600 million WCdMA/HSpA 
subscriptions, constituting 65 percent of the mobile 
subscriptions. GSM/EdGE will hold a share of just  
over 20 percent, but the technology will still be important 
as it will complement WCdMA/HSpA and lTE network 
coverage. The uptake of lTE in the region from 2013 
onwards will be relatively slow, but there will be a  
steady growth pattern. 

600 million WCdMA/HSpA  
subscriptions by the end of 2019

480 million GSM/EdGE 
subscriptions by the end of 2013

Mobile subscriptions do not include M2M subscriptions Source: Ericsson (november 2013)
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Mobile traffic 
and Coverage

Mobile traffic outlook 
The trend towards increasing mobile connections 
and consumer data-oriented activities will lead to a 
substantial increase in mobile data traffic. 

The region’s mobile data traffic is estimated to grow 
around 17 times between 2013 and 2019. Globally,  
mobile data traffic will grow 10 times during the same 
period. Mobile data traffic will be driven predominantly 
by the uptake in smartphones as well as the increased 
viewing of video.

Population coverage 
Mobile network coverage is constantly increasing as 
more base stations are deployed. The area in which a 
user has sufficient signal to connect to a mobile network 
is called population coverage. It should be noted that the 
ability to utilize the technology is subject to other factors 
as well, such as access to devices and subscriptions.

GSM is the dominant technology in all countries  
in Sub-Saharan Africa in 2013, with lTE showing little 
or no presence. WCdMA/HSpA will be built out and will 
cover 65 percent of the population in 2019. There will 
be large differences within Sub-Saharan Africa, with 
South Africa, nigeria, Angola and Kenya at the forefront 
of WCdMA/HSpA deployment. In 2019, lTE will show a 
more noticeable presence in the region than today.

Even though lTE is faster and more efficient, the  
price-sensitive market in which Sub-Saharan Africa 
operates lends itself to the slower adoption of this 
technology. Consumers in the region predominately own 
2G-enabled handsets, with 3G often seen as the logical 
next step. operators may therefore,  be hesitant to invest 
heavily in technologies such as lTE, where demand has 
not yet fully materialized. 
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