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Most CEOs probably think of connectivity this way: it’s essential, 

largely invisible, and someone else’s job to worry about. I’d like to 

challenge that assumption, mainly because the next chapter of AI 

depends on wireless networks in ways that will affect every 

industry. 

 

BCG recently published new research—done in collaboration with 

Qualcomm—on the transition from 5G to 6G. On its surface, it 

sounds like a telecom story, but it’s a strategy story, too. AI is 

moving into the physical world—into factories, hospitals, vehicles, 

warehouses, and cities. This transition requires a seamless interplay 

among AI running on devices, at the network edge, and in the 

cloud, all of which depends on real-time, reliable, and scalable 

connectivity. 

 

Today’s networks were largely designed around video streaming—

lots of data flowing down to devices. The emerging AI economy 

runs the other way, with data from sensors, cameras, robots, and 

wearables flowing up to be processed and acted upon. The gap 

between what current networks can deliver and what AI at scale will 

require will surface this decade, and that gap will have to be 

addressed. 

 

The 5G chapter has already created significant value. 

 

Before turning to what’s next, it’s worth acknowledging how much 

5G has already changed things. BCG’s research estimates that 5G-

enabled applications have generated more than $1 trillion in global 

economic impact, with the cumulative total projected to exceed $6 
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trillion by 2030. Industrial deployments have been strikingly 

successful: 87% of private industrial 5G users reported measurable 

ROI within 12 months. Nearly 3 billion people now use 5G services, 

more than twice the pace of adoption of 4G. 

 

But turning 5G’s most advanced capabilities into revenue has been 

slower than anticipated. That’s a useful reminder that technology 

often creates the conditions for value, but capturing it requires 

deliberate choices about operating models, ecosystem design, and 

differentiated services. 

 

6G is being built for the AI era. 

 

Expected around 2029 to 2030, 6G is being designed from the 

outset for a world of always-on, ubiquitous intelligent systems: 

• Networks that respond fast enough for robots and 

autonomous systems to act in real time 

• The capacity for environments to handle thousands of 

devices constantly exchanging data, not just receiving it 

• Precise location awareness built into the networks 

themselves 

• Continuously optimized, AI-enabled networks 

 

Put together, these capabilities make likely new categories of 

operating models that simply aren’t feasible today. Among the 

possibilities are real-time digital twins for industrial facilities, 

continuous health monitoring accurate enough for medical use, and 

autonomous systems operating safely in complex, dynamic 

environments. 

 

I see three primary takeaways for senior leaders: 

 

First, an AI roadmap that assumes connectivity will keep 

up carries real risk. The AI applications most likely to define 

competitive advantage in the 2030s, including autonomous 

operations, real-time physical intelligence, and immersive 

collaboration, are precisely the ones most dependent on network 

capabilities that don’t yet exist at scale. Infrastructure readiness 

needs to be part of AI strategy. 



 

Second, the value of new technology is never 

guaranteed. 5G’s economic record is impressive, but the gap 

between its potential and business impact has been persistent. 

Companies that redesign products, workflows, and customer 

experiences around new capabilities will capture far more value 

than those that simply apply new tools to old business models. 

 

Third, for globally exposed companies, the geopolitical 

dimension is growing. Countries and companies are actively 

competing to shape 6G standards, spectrum access, and R&D 

frameworks. These standards will help shape who captures long-

term economic value—and who ends up depending on others for 

critical infrastructure. 

 

Wireless networks won’t be background infrastructure for long. 

They’re becoming the substrate on which intelligence runs. The 

organizations that plan around that shift, rather than reacting to it, 

will be better positioned for what the 2030s bring. 

 

Until next time, 
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The 6G Network Is the Future of AI 

Building on 5G’s progress, 6G will 

usher in advanced capabilities and 

tap new sources of economic and 

societal value in the 2030s and 

beyond. 

EXPLORE THE 6G OPPORTUNITY  

  

 
 

 

  

 

The AI-First Telco 

AI can significantly upgrade a telco’s 

operations—but only if CEOs move 

from today’s cost-cutting pilots to an 

organization-wide strategy focused on 

value creation. 

SCALE AI ACROSS THE ENTERPRISE  

  

 
 

 

  

 

Telecommunications Industry 

We help telecom companies tackle 

familiar challenges and seize new 

opportunities through seven key 

enablers, including data-driven 

customer centricity, beyond-the-core 

expansion, network excellence, and 

AI. 

SHAPE YOUR TELECOM STRATEGY  
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