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Extended abstract

Research question: To assess the extent of internationalisation within the Asia-Pacific mobile telecommunications market and the role of ‘local’ and ‘foreign’ operators therein. 

Methodology: A database of mobile operators in Asia-Pacific by country will be constructed, enabling internationalised operators to be identified. Their scale and scope will be determined, with changes over time explored. The shifting balance between local (i.e., Asia-Pacific) and foreign operators will be examined, with the reasons for the often short-lived nature of foreign investment in the region discussed. 

Content: Vodafone’s recent purchase of a majority stake in Hutchison Essar – India’s fourth largest mobile operator – has highlighted the attractiveness of emerging markets to foreign investors. Through this purchase Vodafone will increase its presence in a rapidly growing market, thereby offsetting the slower growth that it is experiencing in its core European markets. The purchase has been described as being transformational in character, and could herald the further expansion of Vodafone into emerging markets elsewhere in Asia, Africa or Eastern Europe (Parker & Burgess, 2007).

The purchase also drew attention to the barriers that foreign investors face when investing in emerging markets such as India. In many markets there are regulatory barriers to be negotiated, which in the case of Vodafone included a cap on how much of Hutchison Essar it was actually allowed to own. More generally, many governments are protective of industries such as telecommunications that they perceive to be central to national economic development and competitiveness. Making the investment, as well as the subsequent development of the business, are complicated by the presence of psychic distance that exists between the host country and the inward investor. 

Notwithstanding these difficulties, Asia-Pacific has attracted considerable attention from mobile operators over the years. American and European-based companies have invested in a significant proportion of the region’s markets, though many of these investments have been relatively short-lived. Sometimes they have exited the market on their own terms as, for instance, their strategic priorities change or capital needs to be redeployed from one market to the next. On other occasions, however, American and European operators have been encouraged to leave through their less than satisfactory performance. In other words, they exited the market after finding it tougher than anticipated. 

This should not be interpreted as suggesting that foreign direct investment within Asia-Pacific mobile telecommunication markets is limited, as it omits those investments made by companies based within the region. Foreign direct investment by operators such as SK Telecom, Hutchison Whampoa and Singapore Telecom has become increasingly important. These and other companies have invested across the region, sometimes acquiring stakes from retreating American and European companies but more often responding as a regional company to the liberalisation and privatisation opportunities that have emerged in recent years. 

This paper will chart the diverging fortunes of internationalising mobile operators in the Asia-Pacific region. Operator footprints and subscriber numbers will be determined, and the changing balance between ‘local’ and ‘foreign’ sources of foreign direct investment within the mobile telecommunications market discussed. Finally, the paper will explore the likelihood of further inward investment by ‘foreign’ companies given the difficulties of market entry and past failures.
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