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By Tricia Bisoux

or Carl-Henric Svanberg, big problems are reasons to

be excited, not intimidated. Whether it’s tackling the

challenges of the global telecommunications industry or

finding ways to connect remote African villages to the

informational grid, Svanberg does not shy away from complexity.

And neither should business students, says the CEO of tele-
com giant Ericsson, based in
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pursued his bachelor’s degree
in engineering at Sweden’s
Linkoping Institute. “The study of applied physics gives you the
self-confidence to know that you can understand the most com-
plex matters,” he says, “even if you have to work at them.”

After graduating from Linkoping, Svanberg joined engineering
export firm Asea (which later became Asea Brown Boveri), where
he became a manager by age 28. He then attended business school
at Sweden’s Uppsala University, earning his bachelor’s in business
administration. “My business education was hands-on and very
useful,” Svanberg says. “I appreciated how well it related to what
I worked on every day, whether it was general accounting, macro-
economics, foreign trade, hedging policies, or foreign currencies.”

16 BizEd JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2009



photo courtesy of Ericsson

BizEd JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2009

17



Svanberg moved into the C-suite in 1994, when he became
the president and CEO of lock-making company Assa
Abloy. He stepped in as CEO of Ericsson in 2003, just after
the telecom giant had suffered layofts and losses. Over the last
five years, Svanberg has improved the efficiency of the com-
pany’s operations, and it soon returned to profitability. Today,
Ericsson is the world’s largest maker of wireless network tech-
nology, with slightly more than 40 percent of the market.

The recent economic downturn, however, means that
there’s more work to do, says Svanberg. He believes that for
the global economy to prosper, industry must work to con-
nect the citizens of developing nations to the communication
grid. One way to make this happen, he argues, is through the
simple mobile phone. Inexpensive, portable, and easy to use,
cell phones can serve as lifelines for otherwise isolated villag-
es in Africa and other developing regions. With this in mind,
Ericsson has partnered with the United Nations to help the
organization achieve its Millennium Development Goals by
2015. The company also works with the Earth Institute at
New York City’s Columbia University on its Refugee Con-
nectivity Project, an effort to connect small villages in Africa
to the communications grid.

In his recent remarks to the United Nations General
Assembly in October, Svanberg emphasized how important
the development of communication technologies will be to
the growth of emerging economies. “Access to mobile com-
munication is not only transforming lives, but it is breaking
down barriers of isolation between people and cultures, one of
the key defining aspects of poverty,” he said. The more mobile
telephony penetrates the world’s poorest countries, he added,
the more their GDPs will rise. Ericsson forecasts that, globally,
there will be 6.5 billion mobile subscriptions—and more than
2.5 billion broadband subscriptions—by 2013.

The upcoming generation of tech-savvy business students,
born squarely in the middle of the Internet Age, will be
among those who make the vision of an all-connected world
a reality, says Svanberg. But to imagine big ideas and solve
big problems, these future leaders can’t just be comfortable
with complexity—they must delve into it with passion. With
their expertise, Svanberg says, everyone in the world might
be connected, uplifted, and engaged with the global econo-
my much sooner than we think.

Why was it important for Ericsson to become so involved
with the United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals,
the Earth Institute, and the Refugee Connectivity Project?

We’re working with mobile carriers to build up telephony all
over the world, but we’re taking a nontraditional approach.

18 BizEd JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2009

Usually, it’s most logical for an operator-carrier to start
developing telephony in large cities and expand out to rural
or poorer areas. But we were interested to see what could
happen if we brought connectivity directly to the residents
of African villages, where the ability to communicate can be
so critical. We’re finding that traffic is accelerating in these
networks, which means that these efforts also make business
sense for us.

What do you hope these projects will ultimately
accomplish?

We work within the telecom industry, so I hope I don’t
sound too biased, but I think that mobile telephony is prob-
ably one of the most important, if not the most important,
piece of the puzzle when it comes to developing emerging
markets. It drives growth. Research shows that for every
10 percent of people in a country’s population with access
to mobile telephony, that country’s GDP increases by .6
percent. Theoretically, if we can provide half the country’s
citizens with mobile phones, the country’s annual growth
would accelerate by 3 percent.

Mobile phones immediately connect people. With a cell
phone, a fisherman can call or send a simple SMS to find the
best market for his catch; a farmer can find the best market
for his livestock. He doesn’t have to walk for three or four
days to see if the market is good. Through mobile phones,
students have access to e-learning. Village health workers can
call other doctors to access medical expertise. Mobile tele-
phony makes their work much easier.

I've read that Ericsson also is working to make its
technology more sustainable—through the use of solar
power and other alternative energies—and accessible to
consumers in remote areas.

In developing areas, where there’s no grid nearby, com-
panies must bring power in through a diesel engine. The
biggest single cost for a mobile phone company is to pay for
the diesel fuel that runs its generators, which provide elec-
tricity to run and cool the equipment. We have worked very
hard to decrease the energy consumption of the equipment,
and today’s technologies use 80 percent less energy than
the technologies of five years ago. We’re also adding wind
and solar power, so we can work to take these technologies
completely off the grid.

We know that the phone itself has to be charged at the
user’s own cost every day. So we’re also providing solar char-
gers for mobile phones. With solar power, users can keep
their phones charged more cost effectively.
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Ericsson recently sponsored and participated in a
competition at Boston University that invited young
business students in their 20s—the “digital natives” —to
create next-generation strategies for telecom companies.
Why are these students so important to Ericsson’s future
business plans?

These students are always “on.” They spend more of their
time in front of the computer or the television. They multi-
task in ways the older generation doesn’t do. My own kids
can watch a movie, send an SMS, and work on their laptops
at the same time, and they can still enjoy it all—I have to
do one thing at a time! The “digital natives” are looking for
technology that’s immediate, intuitive, and easy to use.

The younger generation naturally thinks about things as
they are. They can approach any new application with no
fear, because they have no legacy. When we grow older, we
have our legacies. We’re always nervous to start something
new in case something goes wrong.

These students are comfortable with laptops and online
tools, but what might they still need to learn about how
business uses these technologies?

They’re probably less exposed to connectivity issues than
businesspeople are. They’re so used to having wi-fi on cam-
pus, but they often don’t know just what it takes to stay
connected when they’re traveling the world on business.

What do you expect business
graduates to know before they come
to work at Ericsson?

For students to succeed with us, it’s
important that they have a basic knowl-
edge of language, mathematics, and
physics skills. They’ll find it difficult
to get even the most innovative idea
accepted if they can’t speak or write in a
clear, concise, and consistent way.

They’ll also need a technological
background. Ericsson employs a work-
force of more than 70,000 people, and
half of those employees have academic
degrees. Of those, the majority have
master of science degrees.

Finally, they have to have the right
attitudes and the ability to think differ-
ently and be innovative. Students will
need to pursue projects and coursework
where they can get a broad sense of the
complexities of business. They’ll need to
hone their skills, imagination, and ability
to think about the structure of a prob-
lem and its solutions—that represents
business training at its best.

The younger generation naturally thinks about things
as they are. They can approach any new application
with no fear, because they have no legacy.

20 BizEd JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2009



Where do you think the telecom industry might be in
five or ten years?

It’s so dynamic. Ten years ago, we didn’t know about a com-
pany called Google. Three years ago, we didn’t know about
YouTube. Two years ago, we didn’t know about Facebook.
So, we really don’t know where things will be in five or ten
years. For business students, then, preparing for that future
will be more about having the ability to cope with change
and being ready to spot new opportunities. That comes back
to personality, attitudes, capability, and a thorough, basic
education that can give them self-confidence and the ability
to face the unexpected.

Speaking of the unexpected, the global economy has put
everyone on a rollercoaster ride—the telecom industry
has been no exception. When you look ahead to the
next few years, what most concerns you?

At Ericsson, we aren’t immediately affected by the global
financial crisis. However, as the economic downturn spreads
to the consumer, we could be affected. We also have grow-
ing competition coming out of Asia. That’s been a fact of life
for us for the last 100 years. There are always new competi-
tive threats coming up.

To face these threats successfully, we must spearhead
technological development. It’s critical that we understand
where vendors are in their thinking and where consumers are
in their preferences. We have to make sure we have what is
needed to be a great partner.

You mention consumer preferences. How do consumer
preferences for mobile technology vary from market to
market? Does Ericsson approach the technology and its
use differently in Asia than it does in Europe or North
America?

Some differences are striking. In Japan, for instance,
everybody has a mobile phone, but not everybody has a
computer. In the U.S.; everybody has a computer, but
tewer people rely solely on their mobile phones. The U.S.
is more computer-centric, while other countries are more
mobile-centric.

In countries like India and Africa, the majority of people
may not have the financial capabilities to own a computer,
so they will be looking for simpler mobile phone service.
But even so, they won’t be satisfied with voice communica-
tion only, as citizens of developed countries often are. In the
developing world, people view the mobile phone as the only
tool that can bring them the Internet.

But all in all, consumers everywhere are more similar
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than you might think. Everyone is looking for the same
thing: They want to communicate without a wire, have
access to the Internet, and be able to reach anybody at
any time.

What so far has been the most difficult aspect of your
job as CEO of Ericsson?

In a company this big, you can’t just tell everyone, “Turn
left and work fast.” You have to share with them the vision
you want to accomplish and get everybody on board and
enthusiastic about it. When you can get them to march
in the same direction, you can really move mountains
together. That part is really inspiring, but it’s also very
demanding.

In addition, the complexity of what we do is probably
the biggest challenge. We must create fast-moving tech-
nology for fast-moving customers in a fast-moving busi-
ness. There is always a risk of becoming too tech-centric,
too absorbed in the technology. Years ago, for example,
we ran the company with an inside-out mentality, where
we developed technologies and innovations and sent them
to the market. Today, we’re very much driving the com-
pany from the outside in—we have to follow consumers
to understand what they want and develop advancements
accordingly. It’s important for me to spend as much time
as I can with customers and with people who are very
close to the market, so I can make sure that we’re heading
in the right direction.

What would you most like to see from business schools?
Business schools should take note that China is now
where the U.S. and Europe were 50 years ago when we
were building our societies and our infrastructure. We
were training people to become engineers and study
schematics and technology. Today, the four top leaders in
China have master of science degrees.

In Europe and the U.S., we now often take our infra-
structures for granted. Fewer young people are interested
in studying science in school. That’s sad, because nothing
is more fun than a career in science and technology. It con-
nects you with so many people, in technology and manage-
ment and marketing. In telecommunications, for instance,
if you have a scientific background, you can do almost any-
thing you like. It’s an absolutely fascinating world.

So, you’d like business schools to get more young
people interested in technology early on?
Absolutely! &





