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Summary 

Resolution 11 (Rev. Dubai, 2018) of the Plenipotentiary Conference instructs the 
Secretary-General, via resolves 3, to “hire an independent external management 
consultancy to perform a comprehensive strategic and financial assessment and 
review of ITU Telecom events, considering contributions from the ITU membership, 
and submit a report with recommendations and various strategies at the 2020 
session of the Council for action”. 

In his project, Dalberg has conducted an independent, transparent and fact-based 
review and assessment of the status of ITU Telecom events and the current business 
model, including an assessment of financial sustainability, and suggests alternatives 
for the way forward. The envisioned impact is to better position ITU in the crowded 
and competitive space of telecom events with a view to maximize impact, value 
addition, and sustainability; and enhance the impact of telecom tech and 
innovations across sectors and geographies. 

Action required 

The Council is invited to note the report, and approve its recommendation. 
____________ 
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Introduction 

Following instructions from Resolution 11 (Rev. Dubai, 2018) of the Plenipotentiary Conference, 
Dalberg has been hired to perform a comprehensive strategic and financial assessment and review 
of ITU Telecom events, and submit a report with recommendations and various strategies at the 
2020 session of the Council for action. 

The main presentation below summarizes in 6 pages:  

- The context, purpose and envisioned impact of the project 

- The key insights from the three main work phases: 

o Phase I: Landscape analysis of ICT events globally, and review of the ITU Telecom 
events’ strategic foundation 

o Phase II: Assessment of the ITU Telecom events in their current design and delivery 
(focus on the last 10 years), with 3 lenses: Impact vs. the events’ strategic objectives, 
Value Proposition for the participants, and Financial Sustainability 

o Phase III: Option generation and evaluation for the way forward (based on a rigorous 
and sequential approach) 

- The description of the three prioritized options, followed by one final recommendation 
submitted for approval by the Council. 

 

Due to the length of the PowerPoint presentation, this main presentation is available in all six 
languages, and the complete report which include the Appendices is available in English at the 
following link:  

https://www.itu.int/en/council/2020/Documents/Dalberg-presentation-ITU-Telecom-events.pdf 

https://www.itu.int/en/council/2020/Documents/Dalberg-presentation-ITU-Telecom-events.pdf
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Strategic and financial assessment



Context, purpose and envisioned impact of the assessment
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PURPOSE 

OF THE 

PROJECT

CONTEXT 

OF THE 

PROJECT

ENVISIONED 

IMPACT

• Conduct an independent, transparent and fact-based review and assessment of the 

status of ITU Telecom events and the current business model, including an 

assessment of financial sustainability, and suggest alternatives for the way forward

• ITU Plenipotentiary Conference’s 2018 resolution called for a comprehensive 

strategic and financial assessment and review of ITU Telecom events, along with 

recommendations/strategies to be submitted in time for the 2020 Council session

• The Plenipotentiary Conference instructed the Secretary-General to ensure its 

implementation, through an independent external management consultancy

• Better position ITU in the crowded and competitive space of telecom events with a 

view to maximize impact, value addition, and sustainability

• Enhance the impact of telecom tech and innovations across sectors and geographies

PHASE I 

FOCUS AND 

APPROACH

• Phase I focus: « Determine ITU Telecom events’ viability and ensure that they support the 

strategic goals of the Union, meet ITU membership’s needs, and remain financially self-

sustaining without impacting on ITU’s general budget (A second phase may be launched 

to develop a redesigned program in accordance with the decisions of the Council)”

• Phase I

approach:

2. Impact, value 

proposition and financial 

assessment of the events 

(in their current form)

1. Landscape analysis 

& review of the 

events’ strategic 

foundation

3. Option evaluation 

and recommendation



Key findings: I. Landscape analysis and review of 

ITU Telecom events’ strategic foundation
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• The ICT event landscape is crowded and rapidly changing as new events appear and grow while 

some established events fail to keep up with the pace of change. It is also increasingly competitive 

as more events target the same stakeholders with similar offerings.

• In addition, the trends in the events industry and the ICT sector suggest that ICT events will have to 

continuously innovate to adapt to remain relevant and attract their target audience.

• There is also internal competition within ITU’s event portfolio as many events are organized by 

the General Secretariat and the Bureaus, many of which targeting similar participants

• Therefore, ITU Telecom events need a strong, distinctive value proposition with tangible results 

and impact potential to attract and secure the target audience over time and achieve ITU objectives

LANDSCAPE 

ANALYSIS OF 

ICT EVENTS 

GLOBALLY

ITU TELECOM 

EVENTS’ 

STRATEGIC 

FOUNDATION

• The strategic positioning of ITU Telecom events suffers from several weaknesses that have 

affected performance: 

1) A lack of clarity (Written sources do not offer a coherent view of the strategic objectives) ; 

2) A lack of internal alignment (Interviews with staff and CWG members reveal diverse views on the 

objectives, not always aligned with the objectives present in the documentation) ;

3) A lack of stability, with priority variations over time (strengthened by host country rotation)

• As a result, the events are pursuing multiple objectives (e.g., showcasing innovation, networking, 

knowledge sharing, influencing), which dilutes the value proposition and confuse participants.

• This also means that, across objectives, ITU Telecom events overlap with the positioning of better 

placed events (up to 20 times larger – e.g., MWC, VivaTech, Web Summit – or more focused) and 

while Telecom World presents itself as a “global generalist event”, analysis shows that it is no longer 

truly global and does not match the associated expectations.



Key findings: II. Impact, value proposition & financial 

assessment of the events in their current form (1/2)
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• This impact assessment aimed to evaluate to what extent ITU Telecom events meet the 4 objectives

most consistently referred to in official documents (e.g., Resolution 11 and ITU Strategic plan) : (1) 

promoting innovation for social impact, (2) supporting the SME sector, (3) addressing major trends 

in the ICT industry, and (4) fostering public-private collaboration. It was carried out by component 

(exhibition, forum, SME program, networking) and overall (incl. synergies between components). 

• The content and format of the events’ key activities show intention to make progress against these 

objectives. However in practice, each activity shows weaknesses preventing the materialization of 

intended impact at the envisioned scale, across the following dimensions: 
i. Program relevance (e.g., lack of innovative forum sessions, low attendance of the exhibition)

ii. Presence of change actors (e.g., lack of private sector, declining seniority, geographic imbalance) 

iii. Sustained commitment following the event (e.g., lack of trackable commitments)

• As a result of these weaknesses, ITU Telecom events in their current design and delivery are not 

well-suited to achieving impact against the 4 objectives defined in the Strategic Foundation .

IMPACT 

ASSESSMENT 

OF ITU 

TELECOM 

EVENTS 

(against their 

strategic 

objectives)

• For 15 years, ITU Telecom events have faced declining participation, especially from corporates, 

partly due to new private-sector organized competing events. The event adapted its format and 

expanded its scope, but attendance has not picked up and value proposition is poorly perceived: 
– Past participants’ Net Promoter Score (ratio of promoters vs detractors) is low vs. comparable events

(between “perceived negatively” and “seen as a mixed experience with large room for improvement”. 

– More precisely, corporates are particularly dissatisfied (negative Net Promoter Score, equivalent to a “very 

negative” impression on participants), while government officials are relatively more positive. 

– SMEs gain some value from the event, but still believe there is significant room for improvement.

• Finally, there is a shared perception that two separate tracks with little to no synergies co-exist: 

a senior track with high-level participants focus on the forum and exclusive networking vs. a lower-

level track with SMEs and lower-level corporates attending the exhibition and the SME program.

VALUE 

PROPOSITION  

ASSESSMENT

OF ITU 

TELECOM 

EVENTS 



Key findings: II. Impact, value proposition & financial 

assessment of the events in their current form (2/2)
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• Value proposition weaknesses and ITU Telecom’s internal constraints have affected its financial 

sustainability. Profits are low and declining (from 0.8m to -0.3m CHF in 2014-18) and revenues 

(other than host country contributions) have severely declined (from 15m to 3m CHF in 2009-18). 

• The event’s (limited) ability to generate profits entirely depends on host country contributions.

Without these, ITU Telecom events would make more 2.5m CHF in losses annually on average.

• Value proposition weaknesses affecting financial sustainability: reduction of the exhibition 

revenues is the single most important factor of the event’s deteriorating financial performance. 
– Exhibition revenues declined from 14m to 3m CHF in 2009-18 (equivalent to 84% of total revenues drop) ; 

mostly due to a decline in space rental – reflecting declining appeal/relevance of the exhibition’s value proposition. 

– Forum admission revenues also dropped from 1.4m to 0.3m CHF – reflecting the forum’s falling value proposition.

• ITU Telecom faces internal constraints that limit its ability to be financially sustainable: 
– Programmatic constraints (e.g. focus on SMEs, requirements to ensure affordability to developing countries); 

– Operational constraints (e.g. country rotation, Member States free pass requests, UN cost levels & processes)

– Financial constraints such as the systematic transfers to the Exhibition Working Capital Fund (EWCF) and the 

requirement for Telecom’s Secretariat to run balanced biennial budgets, which prevents long-term investments.

• Telecom’s poor financial performance undermines the requirement of “financial viability and 

“no negative impact on the ITU Budget” as required by Resolution 11. For example, EWCF which 

holds all accumulated profits of the event, has de facto moved from being an important financing 

source for ICT development projects through the ICT Development Fund (ICTDF) to being a cash 

reserve to address ITU Telecom’s potential liabilities in case of termination or event cancellation. 

• Moreover, there is potential under-reporting of the true cost of ITU services to Telecom. While 

there is no clear mechanism to quantify the services provided by ITU to ITU Telecom, the decision-

making process for setting the cost recovery amount (set by the General Secretariat) and the amount 

evolution over the past years suggest that it might be calibrated to support the event to break-even.

FINANCIAL 

SUSTAINABILITY 

ASSESSMENT

OF ITU 

TELECOM 

EVENTS 



Key findings: III. Option evaluation and 

recommendation
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Key learnings 

guiding the 

option 

generation 

and evaluation

Rigorous 

generation 

and evaluation 

methodology

• Four main learnings emerged from ITU Telecom events assessment: 

1. Need for strategic alignment on mission and objectives: Future events should have a well-articulated 

strategic foundation, highlighting their role to achieve ITU’s strategic goals. It should be communicated 

internally and externally so that organizers and participants strive to achieve common goals;

2. Need for a distinctive event identity with strong value proposition. Future events should focus on 

target stakeholders’ needs, combining event components coherently, to build a distinctive identity. 

Given the competition, it must be additive to the market and built on ITU’s comparative advantage; 

3. Need for coordination with other ITU events, ensured by adequate governance. Future events should 

not seek to add to the crowded ITU event agenda, potentially leading to cannibalization. Where possible, 

the future event should seek to build synergies and potentially partner with other ITU events. A Union-

wide governance body (incl. Bureaus and Secretariat) would help to ensure this coordination.

4. Need for trade-offs between impact and commercial sustainability. Depending on the objectives 

pursued, some event concepts might not be commercially sustainable and requiring subsidization, 

potentially from ITU’s budget. It is important to be aware of these areas of tension between impact and 

commercial sustainability and make the necessary trade-offs, rather than expect commercial profits from 

all events, regardless of their nature and mission.

• Given these learnings, we have taken a rigorous and sequential approach to guide the decision-making 

process on potential future options for ITU Telecom: 

1. Define the strategic positioning of potential options by identifying unaddressed needs in the ICT sector 

that ITU Telecom could potentially address ; 

2. Define the business and delivery model to make sure that event concepts are coherent and have a 

strong identity, and to assess their financial profile (e.g., Can they can be self-sustained financially?)

3. Assess options for the governance and tactical positioning of the event, particularly opportunities for 

partnership with other ITU events that share similar objectives or target similar participants

4. Look at operational choices that can enhance the appeal and impact of the event’s components. These 

options were further assessed again their impact, value proposition and financial sustainability.



Recommendations
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Three 

prioritized 

and 

qualified 

options 

One final 

recom-

mendation

• Option 1: 3 to 4 small scale “Regional Forum Sessions” on ICT development in emerging and developing markets per 

year, organized alongside Regional Development Forums in developing regions. These events would support developing 

countries strengthen their local ICT sectors by learning about the trends and innovations, about the ICT development journeys

of peer countries, and communicating emerging needs/risks to drive coordinated action, incl. through regulation. 

→ These events would require subsidization: each regional edition is expected to make ~2m CHF in losses annually

• Option 2: A yearly developing country focused  “Digital for Development forum”, combined OR merged with WSIS 

(WSIS describing itself as the “world’s largest annual gathering of the ICT for development community”): This event would drive 

innovation, adoption and use of ICT solutions in support of development objectives of developing countries. It would allow 

stakeholders to (i) learn about the latest trends in technology, policy, and regulation; (ii) display technological innovations,

programs, initiatives, or policies; and (iii) network to build partnerships. It would take place in a fixed global location. 

→ This event would require subsidization: each edition is expected to make ~4m CHF in losses annually.

• Option 3: Develop and organize exhibition and forum sessions dedicated to “Digital for Good” as part of a yearly 

Global Union-level event, also integrating WSIS and/or AI for Good Global Summit. This landmark event would drive 

innovation, adoption and use of ICT solutions for the common global good in support of the SDGs. The event would offer to 

(i) improve collective knowledge of digital innovations for the common good, and (ii) enable exchanges among D4Good

stakeholders to support adoption and scale and address potential risks. This would take place annually in a fixed global location. 

→ Depending on the ability to attract corporates, this event could be profitable. On a base case, it could make ~1m CHF in 

profits. Smaller or larger number of exhibitors could lead to losses of ~1.5m CHF or profits of ~5.5.m CHF.

• The first two options present the risk of reducing the scope of action of ITU Telecom events from global and relevant 

to all, to only relevant for developing countries.  On the contrary, the global Digital for Good event could allow to maintain 

a global reach. It also presents the dual-opportunity to fully redesign the event while keeping its distinctive Exhibition 

component, and to leverage ITU’s unique mixed membership to better address the ICT sector needs and eventually fulfill 

ITU’s mission of “broadening access to ICT to achieve sustainable development”.

• Conclusion: We recommend to the Council to consider the opportunity of investigating further this 3rd option, 

through the Phase II already considered to design a global, major Digital-for-Good event. This phase should include, 

among other, two decisive workstreams: i) An internal alignment exercise involving the 3 Bureaus and the Secretariat, to agree 

on a strategic event portfolio and on its operating model (including event governance); ii) A co-creation exercise with a subset

of ITU’s Sector Members to clearly define their needs and what will make them participate and contribute to the future event.



Complete presentation and appendix available in English

Link: https://www.itu.int/en/council/2020/Documents/Dalberg-presentation-ITU-Telecom-events.pdf

Select examples of analyses and deliverables:

8

2. Impact, value proposition and 

financial assessment of the events

1. Landscape analysis and 

strategic foundation review

3. Option evaluation 

and recommendation

The ICT events landscape is crowded with +90 events organized 

globally gathering nearly 1 million part icipants every year …
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AI & Big Data Expo 
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AI & Big Data Expo Europe
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Expo North America

Africa GCCM

Capacity Africa

Capacity Europe
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Capacity Asia
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World AI Conference Shanghai

IoT Tech Expo North 

America
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International Broadcast Convention (IBC)

Consumer 

Electronics 

Show (CES)
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Summit
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CeBIT Hannover*

Mobile 360 – Security for 5G

Mobile 360 – Eurasia

Mobile 360 – Latin America

Mobile 360 – Africa 
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West Africa

Mobile 360 -

MENA

Mobile 360 –

Digital Societies

Snapshot of ICT events across the world (not exhaustive), 2019-2020
Dots on the map represent geographic location of most recent or upcoming edition of the event

Sources: Dalberg analysis; websites of major ICT event organizers; expert interviews

Notes: *CeBIT Hannover is cancelled permanently as of 2019

We have segmented ICT events into five main categories, each 

with dist inct vision and value proposit ion

Sources: Websites of ICT events; Data received from ITU Telecom team; Dalberg analysis

Note: This segmentation is an attempt at identifying dist inct ive clusters of ICT events. There are, of course, outliers (i.e., events that do not fit  perfectly 

within these categories
18
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Despite the intentions, act ivit ies show weaknesses across the 

three impact condit ions that limit ability to achieve object ives

29
No need for improvementRoom for improvementKey weakness to address

Objectives supported

Promote innovat ion for social 

impact

Address major t rends in ICT 

industry

Promote innovat ion for social 

impact

Support  the SME sector

Foster public-private 

collaborat ion

Support  the SME sector

Promote innovat ion for social 

impact

Support  the SME sector

Address major t rends in ICT 

industry

Foster public-private 

collaborat ion

Forum

Exhibition

SME Program

Networking

Program 

relevance

Presence of 

change agents

Sustained 

commitment

Likelihood of 

impact

Room for 

improvement

Key weakness

Room for 

improvement

Room for 

improvement

Room for 

improvement

Key weakness

Key weakness

Room for 

improvement

Key weakness

Activities

Low

Close to 

null

Low

Low

Moderate

Low

Low

Moderate

1 2 3

Within part icipant types, large corporates are part icularly 

unsatisfied with the event

Source: Survey results 25

• Large companies are the most dissat isfied with their latest  experiences at  the event.

• Government officials/regulators and academic inst itut ions are most likely to recommend the event to their peers

• SMEs and internat ional organizat ions gain some value from the event, but  st ill believe there is significant room for 

improvement

Net promoter score (%)

Overall, how likely would you be to recommend the ITU Telecom World 

event  to other potent ial part icipants similar to you?

Large company/corporation

(n=71)

Small and medium 

enterprise

(n=98)

Government /regulator

(n=177)

International organization

(n=23)

Academic institutions

(n=34)

+5.1

-24

+25

+38

0

Net income: Financial contributions from the host country are 

fundamental to event profitability; in their absence, events report 

losses of over 2m CHF on average

Sources: ITU Telecom financials; Stakeholder interviews; Dalberg analysis 33

-2.6

-4.4

-1.3

-2.4

-3.2

-2.4

-2.9

-2.3
-1.9

2012-18 

average:

-2.4m CHF

-45%

Evolution of ITU Telecom World profits and profit margins (excluding host country contributions)

Million CHF, %, 2009-2018

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Not held

-29%

-19%

-33%

-50%
-60%

-67%

-45%
-45%

-24%

Geneva-based editions Editions following introduction of geographic rotation 

• Financial viability of ITU Telecom is highly dependent on contributions from host country… which are increasingly difficult 

to find. Few countries bid to host  the event (somet imes none), and some withdraw their interest  following submission, once 

aware of host  country requirements. In addit ion, host  country contribut ions have been inconsistent  over t ime (with an overall

downward t rend), therefore reducing total budget available and adding unpredictability to budget planning

• Host country also provides in-kind services not reported in the events’ financial accounts (e.g., venue, safety and security 

services, registrat ion and recept ion services, in-country advert ising and communicat ion, protocol services). If they were 

reported, net  profits would be worse off

We used a rigorous and linear decision-making framework to identify, 

priorit ize and qualify potential future options for ITU Telecom
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Governance & 

tactical positioning

III
Operational 

choices

IV
Strategic 

positioning

II
Business & delivery 

model

II

• Step 10: What should the 

geographic locat ion of ITU 

Telecom be?

• Step 11:Should ITU 

Telecom be a standalone 

event or integrated to 

another ITU event?

• Step 12:What should the 

t iming and frequency of 

ITU Telecom be?

• Step 13:What should the 

governance structure for 

the event be? 

What innovat ive formats can 

be used to maximize impact of 

the event ’s components 

individually and maximize 

synergies between them?

• Step 1: Is there need for an 

ICT event by ITU?

• Step 2: What are the 

unaddressed needs that  

align with mission and 

strategic goals of ITU?

• Step 3: What could ITU 

Telecom do about each of 

these needs (if anything)?

Short list of needs that ITU 

Telecom could address

• Step 4: Based on the needs, 

which event components 

should Telecom maintain, 

suppress, or create?

• Step 5: Should ITU Telecom 

change anything about 

exist ing event components?

Short list of event components 

(associated with specific needs & 

stakeholders)

• Step 6: What are coherent 

combinat ions of event 

components? 

Coherent combinations of 

event components (long list  of 

“event concepts”)

• Step 7: Do these event 

concepts have a geographic 

or themat ic focus?

• Step 8:Can this concept be 

self-sustained financially?

Characterized event concepts 

(long list )

List of tactical choices for 

each prioritized event 

concept

List of operational choices for 

each detailed option

Prioritized event concepts

• Step 9: Which event concepts 

to priorit ize? 

Steps(logical implicat ions)

Outputs

Steps(choice of working 

hypotheses)

Steps(priorit izat ion)

Legend
• Step 14: For each 

priorit ized event concept, 

which tact ical opt ions to 

priorit ize?

Priority list of detailed 

options

This evaluation framework allowed to priorit ize 3 event concepts

52
HighMediumLowLegend: Priorit ized concepts

Value proposition Impact potentialEvent concepts
Financial 

sustainability

Emerging & frontier markets ICT event -

forum only
High High MediumA.1

Emerging & frontier markets ICT event -

forum and exhibit ion
High High LowA.2

Digital for Development event 

(developing country-focused) - forum only
High High MediumB.1

Digital for Development event (developing 

country-focused) - forum & exhibition
High High LowB.2

Global Digital for Good event

- forum only
Medium High MediumC.1

Global Digital for Good event

- forum and exhibit ion
Medium HighC.2

Davos-style ICT forum Low Medium MediumD

Support program for ICT SMEs from 

developing countries
Medium Medium MediumE

Medium to high

Detailed assessment for each event concept across the three dimensions in appendix

Conclusion: We recommend the Council to use the Phase II already considered 

to invest igate further the development of a Global Digital-for-Good event, 

based on a realigned event port folio strategy at the Union level

Source: Dalberg analysis 60

Two options could be implemented with no or 

limited impact on ITU’s event portfolio

Develop and organize 

regional forum 

sessions on “ICT 

development in 

emerging and 

developing markets” 

tailored to the needs 

of specific developing 

regions and organized 

alongside annual 

Regional 

Development Forums

Develop and organize 

a “digital for 

development” forum –

focused on developing 

countries – alongside 

WSIS (a few days 

before, after, or on the 

sidelines)

Develop “digital for 

development” forum 

sessions - focused on 

developing countries –

within WSIS, as a core 

part  of the event ’s 

agenda

Develop exhibition 

and forum sessions 

dedicated to “digital 

for good”as part  of a 

global Union-level 

event, built  on an 

integration with WSIS 

and/or AI for Good 

Global Summit

I II.a II.b III

Options that build on synergies with other ITU events are likely 

to strengthen the Union’s value proposition on the event scene

given the increasing competit ion within the ICT event landscape

Two options would require strategic alignment at 

the Union level on its event portfolio strategy

https://www.itu.int/en/council/2020/Documents/Dalberg-presentation-ITU-Telecom-events.pdf

