
The New Age of Mobility



Advances in smartphones and other mobile devices are 
transforming them from channels of convenience to the primary 
means of digital interaction. Mobility will not just connect 
more of the marketplace to the web, but also offer advantages 
previously impossible in e-commerce. By putting mobility at 
the heart of their product and their organizational processes, 
companies will better engage both customers and employees. 
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Their power and adaptability has convinced 
hundreds of millions of users – and not 
just young people – to abandon laptops 
or leapfrog past them altogether. The 
result is instantaneous, engaging and deep 
connectivity at all times of the day.

Mobile penetration has already been 
remarkable and is growing fast, worldwide. 
There are nearly 6 billion mobile phone 
subscribers and nearly all new phones 
connect to the web.1 Tablets are seeing wide 
adoption and are likely to exceed laptop sales 
in a few years. Other connected devices, 
from set-top boxes and gaming consoles 
to automobiles, are leveraging the same 
architecture to deliver a consistent user 
experience across every device. Revenue just 
from selling the applications on mobile devices 
is projected to reach $52 billion by 2016.2 

A variety of technological advances are 
driving these adoption rates. New operating 
systems offer richer and more user-friendly 
interfaces. New chips and receivers 
achieve wider coverage and much faster 
connection, as well as longer battery life. 
Mobile devices can now be always available, 
connect instantly, and offer rich, natural 
interaction. Combine pervasive access 
with data processing in the cloud – 

overcoming the once formidable processing 
advantage of personal computers – and 
mobility becomes the platform of choice.

Mobility is also getting more versatile. New 
sensors go beyond cameras, GPS and Bluetooth 
radios to include motion sensors, altimeters, 
and the monitoring of vital signs. Scalable 
software architecture offers flexibility with the 
device itself. Users can start with a smartphone 
for solitary work, transition to a tablet for small 
groups, and switch to widescreen projection 
for larger groups – without losing connection 
to the data. This device-neutral mobility will 
facilitate communication all the more.

These developments extend even beyond 
hand-held devices. Machine-to-machine 
mobile technology, or M2M, can take 
over many communication tasks, freeing 
users for other activities once they’ve 
made their general wishes known. That’s 
proving especially attractive for vehicle 
manufacturers, which need to minimize 
human inputs for safety reasons. They’re 
among a variety of industries looking at 
mobile connectivity to leverage product 
sales into ongoing services – increasing 
loyalty and extending the revenue 
stream beyond the original purchase. 

Near-field communication, or NFC, is adding 
a dimension that personal computers 
lack entirely: secure, local data transfer. 
Smartphones are already using it to become 
digital wallets that speed up financial 
transactions and other time-consuming 
chores. But NFC will enable the exchange 
of any kind of data, with minimal set up 
and low barriers for usage, so individuals 
working near each other can use it for 
a variety of private communications.

All of these advances spur greater popularity 
and greater investment, creating a virtuous 
cycle of innovation and deepening use. 
The more GPS-enabled mobile users 
out there, for example, the more likely 
that websites will offer location-based 
content or connect a customer with nearby 
users. Even physical stores are taking 
advantage of cameras and other sensors.

Finally, the mobile world is benefiting from a 
surge in innovation from emerging markets. 
Those regions are going mobile even faster 
than their developed counterparts, because 
of their under-developed infrastructure. 
Huawei just released an $80 Android 
smartphone for Africa, while DataWind has 
developed a $46 Android tablet for India.3 

These devices enable people to get by 
without phone lines, personal computers, 
and even many information services. 
M-PESA, a phone-based money-transfer 
system in east Africa, has proven so reliable 
that similar services are spreading to 
developing countries around the world.  

All of these trends are pushing people 
toward centering their digital life on 
mobile devices, both home and at work. 
One global company recently did a “desk 
refresh,” where they upgraded all of their 
personal computers. Many of the employees 
asked to dispense with PCs altogether, 
preferring to have only a smartphone and 
a tablet. That’s the future for more and 
more consumers as well as employees.

Why mobility is everywhere
No longer simply tools of convenience or expensive toys, mobile devices 
for many people are becoming the main channels for digital connection. 



Business opportunities
The new age of mobility opens up myriad possibilities for companies,  
in both commerce and the workplace.

By enabling connections anytime, and making 
productive use of the dead time that comes 
even in busy lives, these devices enable 
far more frequent and multi-dimensional 
interaction than was practical before.  

E-commerce will reach a new level, as 
consumers send much more than text inputs. 
Insurance companies already encourage 
policyholders in a car accident to send 
pictures of the damage from the scene, 
complete with a time and GPS stamp. Frugal 
shoppers with the discipline to delay their 
gratification can browse for what they like in 
a physical store, then immediately order from 
a low-cost website by simply aiming the QR 
Code or bar code reader at the desired item.

Creative sellers will make it easy to shop 
during otherwise wasted time. Tesco in Korea 
turned some subway stations into virtual 
grocery stores in a campaign to boost online 
sales. While commuters waited for their train, 
they were encouraged to run their phones 
over items they would like to buy on large 
digital wall screens. The goods were then 
delivered later that day to their homes. 

Mobility will make marketing easier. 
Companies with short-term excess capacity, 
for example, can send time-sensitive discounts 
only to willing consumers who happen 
to be traveling near their stores. Mobile 
coupons are already seeing widespread 
acceptance, and analysts expect 300 
million people to be using them by 2014.4

Mobility boosts the number of interactions 
a consumer can have with a seller and that 
yields data making for better segmentation 
and more personalized service. Combining 
digital as well as physical footprints, mobility 
will give sellers multidimensional data 
for customer relationship management – 
combining context, identity and behavior. 
All of this contextual information, or 
“data exhaust,” will be a powerful boost 
to innovative marketers – enabling them 
to go by what consumers actually do, not 
just what they say.  With sophisticated, 
real-time analytics and a due regard for 
privacy, companies such as eBay are literally 
and figuratively understanding where their 
customers are at any given moment. They can 
use that to deliver better service and gain 
loyalty in return.

The possibilities for employees are just as 
great. Mobile devices can easily be augmented 
by identification readers.  Warehouse 
employees, for example, will be able to assess 
inventory simply by walking through the 
building. Instead of needing to visually check 
the items present, their phones will do the 
counting automatically and more accurately. 
Up to now, this required substantial 
investment in infrastructure and proprietary 
solutions, but soon workers will use ordinary 
smartphones with simple add-on applications.

Perhaps the biggest boost will be in employee 
collaboration, increasingly seen as vital to 
innovation and change. Instead of being 
tied to desks, employees can use tablets to 
go over key information with colleagues, 
on the spot. While laptops create a physical 
barrier between people, tablets encourage 
information sharing and relationships. The 
ability to move easily from small to large 
screen will also help in sales presentations, 
where connecting and learning with the 
customer matters 
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Mobility will also further consumerize IT. The 
hotly competitive mobile phone environment 
has made it especially customer-centered. 
Instead of the technically derived interfaces 
of the PC age, new user-friendly mobile apps 
will engage employees and draw them closer 
to the organization. Younger generations that 
have grown up on these interfaces will accept 
nothing else.

That’s especially true as software developers 
learn from mobile video game developers. 
The latter have created the entirely new 
category of casual gamer by designing 
experiences around short bursts. Combining 
colorful actions with rapid, differentiated 
feedback and social incentives, they’ve hooked 
millions of people who would never think of 
themselves as gamers. The same techniques 
can make corporate training materials 
much more effective. Airline attendants 
waiting through flight delays might pull up 
phones or tablets for a simulation-based 
training game, competing and collaborating 
with co-workers throughout the world. A 
consumer goods company had the same 
idea for its sales representatives, who 
play game-like applications connected to 
the current catalogue to become familiar 
with new products and sales scripts.

Similar efforts will even facilitate 
crowdsourcing, as mobility enables people 
to contribute in smaller chunks. Game-like 
incentives could widen and deepen a company’s 
usual market or product research. One 
organization even tapped into customers to 
collect competitive information on local fuel 
prices – and used it to extend the relationship 
beyond a single re-fuelling transaction.

Mobility has already done much to encourage 
social networking. By 2010 a quarter of all 
Facebook traffic came from a mobile device. 
The greater boost, though, will likely go to 
niche communities organized by trusted 
organizations. Unlike broad but shallow sites 
such as Facebook, this is social networking 
with intention, where people congregate 
around a specific topic and offer a rich 
exchange of content. Patients Like Me, for 
example, enables patients to share their 
healthcare experiences and learn from those 
with similar conditions – information which 
the company then anonymizes and sells to 
healthcare providers.5 

Patients Like Me suggests another commercial 
opportunity, which is also a threat. Mobile 
savvy companies will gain privileged access 
to the most valuable commodity in business: 
consumer information. Creative intermediation 
will allow them to disaggregate traditional 
roles in many industries. As Patients Like Me 
and other sites improve, patients will likely 
be more informed and more active in their 
healthcare – with much different interactions 
with doctors. Innovations at M-PESA or PayPal 
could even enable banking without banks.
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Leveraging the New Age of Mobility
What can your company do to reach this lucrative ecoystem ahead of  
your competition? 

First, make sure your organization is mobile-
friendly. Some companies still see mobility 
as a danger and limit employees’ use of 
smartphones. That can turn away just the sort 
of people that companies most need.

Instead of reacting with caution, shift 
to a mindset that draws in the energies 
of employees, especially younger ones. 
Minimize your top-down dictates and 
take the time to work with mobile-minded 
employees. The goal is to develop policies 
that respect essential security needs 
while fostering versatile communication 
and collaboration. Turn your approach 
to mobility into a draw for recruitment. 
Daring companies might even adopt 
a “bring your own device” policy – 
which could be a key differentiator.

Next, study the most popular mobile games 
and distill how they work. The blockbuster 
Angry Birds program, for example, 
encapsulates several appealing elements of 
mobility. It relies on micro-transactions, a 
modular approach, and a direct sense-and-
learn model, all built around a social element.

The hotly contested mobile entertainment 
space in general is a leading indicator of 
trends. That’s because it encourages far more 
interaction than traditional entertainment 
media. Instead of trying to squeeze your 
standard webpage into something intelligible 
on the small screen, recreate it anew following 
these mobile design leaders. If you’re trying 
to figure out how to get your customers 
to fill out forms online, for example, see 
what those companies are doing.  

If possible, establish an R&D presence in the 
most innovative areas for mobility. Right 
now east and southeast Asia are particularly 
fruitful. That’s not just because it has the 
highest mobile penetration. Nowhere else 
is there such close proximity between the 
innovators in emerging markets – where 
smartphones are often the only way to reach 
consumers – and the software and hardware 
developers in rich countries. An app that 
gets traction in Malaysia or Indonesia, 
for example, can be quickly enhanced and 
adapted for affluent consumers in tech-
savvy Singapore.

Finally, keep an eye on promising technical 
developments. HTML5 is emerging as a 
common standard for most web software, 
and it may take interoperability to a new 
level. Natural language processing is 
making rapid strides, and savvy companies 
are already working on how to leverage 
spoken inputs to improve customer 
experience and enhance security. Further 
on the horizon are experiments in wireless 
battery charging, infinite bandwidth 
through light waves, and augmented reality 
enhanced with digital optimization.

All of these exciting advances will make 
what is already an engaging and accessible 
environment only more so. Mobile 
functionality will extend beyond what we 
can now imagine. Whether your company 
benefits from the new age of mobility, or 
your rivals leverage it to pass you by, depends 
on how quickly you can learn and adapt to 
this new and exciting reality.
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