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Cell service providers are rushing to build the biggest, fastest networks. Nations are in an apparent “race” to out-
invest one another. In 2018, 98 articles a day were dedicated to 5G—a 248% increase over 2017 media coverage. 
But what is 5G? Is it as revolutionary as the hype suggests? And if so, is now the time for consumers, business 
owners, and investors to get excited?

Buzz about 5G is everywhere.
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5G is shorthand for the fifth generation of wireless. This generation will offer much faster speeds than existing 4G 
LTE technology, and it will support much higher volumes of traffic. Each generation has made possible new uses for 
mobile communications networks; 5G will be no exception. 

5G 101

2G

1991
Enables digital voice
and makes texting 
possible.

mobile
internet

2000
The tech that enables 
wide-spread mobile 
internet is born.

3G

2001
Allows phones to function 
as cameras, music 
players, and more. 

4G

2009
Fuels the smart-phone 
movement and gives rise 
to the app economy.

https://www.lifewire.com/definition-of-2g-578646
https://www.lifewire.com/general-packet-radio-service-817466
https://www.lifewire.com/what-is-3g-3426465'
https://www.lifewire.com/what-is-4g-wireless-577577


Very few countries have widely-available 5G service, but many carriers still claim to have the first 5G networks. Behind 
the hype are a host of caveats—from limited service areas to slower-than-prescribed speeds. Still, it’s worth noting the 
developments that make up the still-early history of 5G:

• Sept. 2015: Verizon releases a “roadmap” to 5G, which says 5G is “no longer a dream of the distant future.”

• Feb. 2017: ZTE unveils what it claims is the world’s fastest smartphone at the Mobile World Congress but never 
advances the ZTE Gigabit beyond a prototype.

• Sept. 2018: Verizon launches the first commercially available 5G network to much fanfare, but it isn’t mobile.

• Dec. 2018: AT&T launches 5G mobile networks for users in 12 U.S. cities, but the network can only be accessed 
using hotspot devices, not phones.

• March 2019: Lenovo/Motorola announces the “first 5G-capable” phone—actually a 5G hotspot accessory that 
attaches to the 4G-enabled Moto z3. AT&T marketing gets ahead of the tech by rebranding the carrier’s 4G service 
as “5G-Evolution.”

• April 2019: South Korea is first to launch a nationwide 5G mobile network

A history of hype
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https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/verizon-sets-roadmap-to-5g-technology-in-us-field-trials-to-start-in-2016-300138571.html
https://gadgets.ndtv.com/mobiles/news/zte-gigabit-phone-launched-at-mwc-2017-worlds-first-5g-ready-smartphone-1663758
https://www.globenewswire.com/news-release/2018/10/01/1587651/0/en/Verizon-Turns-on-World-s-First-Commercial-5G-Network.html
https://about.att.com/ecms/dam/snrdocs/5%20Facts%20On%20ATT%205G%20-%202%2018%2019.pdf
https://blog.motorola.com/2018/08/02/motorola-connects-you-to-5g-first/
https://qz.com/1589866/what-is-atts-5ge-nothing-really/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-telecoms-5g/who-was-first-to-launch-5g-depends-who-you-ask-idUSKCN1RH1V1


4G brought us mobile connectivity so that we can use our 
smartphones anytime and anywhere. 5G will extend wireless 
connectivity to cities and factories as a whole. Internet of Things 
(IoT) will become a part of our lives, and consumers' monthly 
wireless internet usage will skyrocket to 100GB. Furthermore, 
hologram video calls, augmented reality (AR)-based GPS, and 
autonomous vehicles will be more widely available.

Youngky Kim president of networks business, Samsung.
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International standards for 5G require peak 
download speeds of at least 20 gigabits per 
second. At that speed, it would take about 
1.6 seconds to download an HD movie. In 
reality, though, network speeds will be 
slowed down by the number of users, 
weather, and other factors. Actual 5G will be 
closer to 1 gigabit per second. That’s still 
about 32 seconds for an HD movie, versus 
22 minutes on an average 4G LTE network. 

How fast is 5G?
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You might have heard that 5G is 
already here. And it is… for mobile 
users with select carriers at scattered 
locations in a handful of cities 
worldwide. To understand why 5G 
mobile service isn’t available 
everywhere yet—and even more 
importantly, why faster mobile 
broadband is the least revolutionary 
thing about 5G—you have to 
understand what 5G would make 
possible and why it’s challenging to 
get the revolution started.

5G is here. 
The revolution is not.
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5G coverage is still extremely limited

Data: Ookla 5G map

at least one 5G network is present, but devices are limited
at least one 5G network has been built, but it’s not available yet

at least one 5G network is commercially available

China won’t begin its national 
5G service until October, but it 
is already influencing the global 

conversation around 5G. Huawei 
and ZTE have 5G-capable phones 

for sale in multiple countries, 
and Chinese tech is expected to 

quickly outpace many 
competitors—including the US, 
which has effectively banned 

Huawei devices.



5G offers much more than faster mobile downloading. Mobile broadband is just the first of three ways 5G can be 
applied. The other two use cases, mission critical and internet of things, represent 5G’s true revolutionary potential.

1. Mobile broadband. What takes half an hour to download on your 4G network would download virtually instantly 
on a fully realized 5G network.

2. Mission critical. Besides being fast, 5G networks will also be low latency, meaning there will be virtually no 
delay between a user’s command and the network’s response. This is crucial for technologies like remote 
surgery, autonomous cars, and virtual reality, where lag time renders the tech ineffective—or even dangerous.

3. Internet of things. Because 5G can support unprecedented amounts of data, it would be a significant step 
toward a future of smart homes, wireless factories, and even smart cities—where thousands of internet-enabled 
devices share information.

Why 5G really matters
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It is helpful to think of 5G development happening in two phases. Phase one—where we are now—
will bring the earliest versions of 5G mobile broadband. Phase two is anywhere from three to 10 years 
away, but it’s where widescale change will begin. Once realized, national networks will support 
mission critical uses and an expanded internet of things. 

Why we won’t see 5G’s full benefits right away
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Launching phase two will be difficult as it is a time-consuming and costly undertaking that involves 
getting a number of commercial, technical, and logistical details right.

Phase 1: faster broadband

Phase 2: low latency, high connectivity

20192018 2023



One of the challenges of making 5G widely accessible is that it’s only usable when network coverage, infrastructure, 
and hardware capabilities align. 5G development hinges on coordination (and competition) between a range of 
stakeholders.

Industry stakeholders
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Telecommunications companies provide 
service, buy spectrum, and invest in 5G 
infrastructure.

Governments sell spectrum, set policy, 
and can invest in infrastructure.

Tech equipment vendors develop the 
equipment behind 5G and, with software 
developers, work with telecom companies 
to install networks.

Consumer tech vendors develop 5G-
enabled devices.

Service

Products



5G isn’t useful to consumers without devices that can access 5G networks. A handful of 5G-enabled smartphones 
and personal hotspots are on the global market, but high costs and exclusive contracts between manufacturers and 
service providers mean the average buyer has very limited options. Plus, 5G devices currently for sale won’t be 
compatible with second phase of 5G. 

Advancing consumer devices along with networks

10

14
5G-enabled phones on the 
market or in the final stages 
of development. Samsung 

accounts for 3 of these.

$679
Cost of Xiaomi’s Mi Mix 3 
5G, currently the cheapest 

5G phone available.

$2,600
latest estimate of how much 

Huawei’s Mate X will cost 
when it hits the market later 

this year.

Remember that mobile broadband is the least of 5G’s benefits, though. The consumer products that are really worth 
waiting for include expanded offerings for virtual reality and augmented reality headsets and smart home devices. 



5G requires more infrastructure than previous generations. Much of 5G will run across new, 
higher-band spectrum. Higher-band spectrum signals don’t travel nearly as far as those used for 4G 
and 3G. They also don’t travel well through obstacles including people and buildings. What’s more, 
5G’s software-heavy nature and the need for low latency require a number of small data centers. 
All of this means 5G equipment will have to be placed at frequent intervals to provide full coverage. 

Technical difficulties: Where to put 5G infrastructure
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So, 5G is expensive, technologically complex, and years away from being fully 
realized. Why then are companies and countries racing towards 5G? What’s the 
prize for early adopters?

• To meet demand. Many countries are running out of existing spectrum as 
people use more and more data. To meet demand, those countries are allowing 
carriers to buy more spectrum and operate new networks.

• Commercializing technologies. The first companies to prove 5G technologies 
on a global scale will set the norm and stand to make huge profits.

• Powering innovation. Countries that are quick to implement 5G could fuel tech 
innovation within their borders and even entice foreign companies to relocate. 

• Creating jobs. 5G has the power to drive enormous growth in tech and 
telecommunications. Forecasts say the US alone could gain 3 million new jobs 
and $500 billion in economic growth by adopting 5G on a large scale. 

The endgame: Tech leadership and economic gains
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5G is the most expensive mobile 
infrastructure buildout in global 

history. Accenture estimates that 
US telecom companies will spend 
$275 billion on 5G infrastructure 

by 2025. Estimates for global 
investment vary, but it’s safe to 

say operators worldwide will 
spend at least $1 trillion.



It could take up to a decade to see the full benefits of 5G, but in some ways, the revolution is already underway. 
South Korea’s national 5G network picked up 1 million subscribers in 69 days. Ericsson projects that there will be 10 
million subscribers worldwide by the end of this year. 

5G technology is still in its early stages of development. Unless you live in the handful of extensively-covered 
countries—South Korea, Switzerland, and urban areas in Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates—it doesn’t make 
sense right now to buy expensive 5G-enabled devices that won’t be compatible with future 5G releases. 

That said, it’s not too early to think about what the coming 5G boom could mean for your business or investment 
portfolio. Worth watching: China Mobile Ltd., the largest wireless network in the world, is set to expand 5G rapidly 
over the next few months. In the US, Verizon and AT&T consistently lead on network developments. And don’t 
overlook the tech hardware vendors, like Qualcomm and Intel, that are entering major contracts with telecom and 
consumer hardware companies alike. Of course, it’s impossible to predict who will come out ahead in the race to 
5G, but one thing is certain—there will be winners and losers.

Is it time to get ready for the 5G revolution?
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Want to know more? Check out this coverage from Quartz.
• How 5G will reinvent “working from home” – If you want to know how 5G might change your workday.

• What Huawei tells us about Trump, trade, and technology – If you’re curious about where 5G meets geopolitics.

• What is AT&T’s 5GE? – If you suspect AT&T’s marketing department is pulling a fast one. (Spoiler: It is.)

• 5G will make Google, Amazon, and Microsoft even stronger – If you’re curious about what 5G means for big tech.

This presentation is a preview of our member-exclusive 5G field guide, which will be available starting Monday, 9/23. 
Check it out for an in-depth analysis of the tech behind 5G and what it could mean for the future.

Have questions about this presentation, or suggestions for us? 
Send us a note at members@qz.com.
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https://qz.com/work/1707685/how-5g-will-transform-our-ability-to-work-from-home/
https://qz.com/1654419/what-huawei-tells-us-about-trump-trade-and-technology/
https://qz.com/1589866/what-is-atts-5ge-nothing-really/
https://qz.com/1562963/mwc-2019-5g-will-make-google-amazon-and-microsoft-even-stronger/
https://qz.com/guides/
mailto:members@qz.com

