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In Conversation with the President & Group CEO

Axiata 
Shifts Gear to 
Realise Digital 
Ambitions
The global telecommunications industry 
is confronting some of its toughest hours 
as massive technological, competitive and 
consumer changes occur in response to the 
demands and trends of the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution (IR 4.0).
 
Having begun its journey in 2008, and as it 
marked its tenth anniversary, Axiata Group 
Berhad (Axiata or the Group) has become 
one of the leading telecommunications groups 
in Asia. Since 2016, the Group embarked on 
an ambitious Axiata 3.0 roadmap aimed at 
transforming itself into a New Generation Digital 
Champion by 2022. The aim as highlighted 
by Tan Sri Jamaludin Ibrahim, is for Axiata to 
continue its growth story to remain successful 
and sustainable.
 
2018 appeared to be, by any measurement, 
a watershed year for Axiata. In this interview, 
Tan Sri Jamaludin shares about the Group’s 
performance in 2018, and how all the work 
done in that year helped position Axiata very 
well for the future and its long-term plans.

To read the interview, please flip this page outwards.
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Average Revenue Per User (ARPU) YoY – validating 
the successful execution of its strategy. Furthermore, 
cost optimisation initiatives at Celcom led to a 
commendable trend with Quarter on Quarter (QoQ) 
EBITDA growth of 6%2 and an EBITDA margin uplift 
of 2 ppt2 in the fourth quarter (4Q) of 2018, allowing 
Celcom to kickstart 2019 with a healthier cost base. 
Having said that, this is still an area that requires a lot 
more work.

Due to the concerted efforts to improve its network 
in the past three years, Celcom has since achieved 
major progress in network availability and quality 
– LTE and LTE-A coverage are now at 91% and 78% 
respectively, delivering better video experience to its 
customers. Identified as a key turnaround area back in 
2016, Celcom has now shown significant improvement 
in its distribution, achieving the number one position 
in Dealer Satisfaction nationwide in 2018. Since 2016, 
its relentless focus on driving organisational and digital 
transformation has also produced encouraging results. 
In parallel, Celcom continues to be recognised for its 
customer centricity, taking the top spot in Net Promoter 
Score and being recognised by Forbes as one of the 
“Top 10 Most Customer-Focused Companies in Asia”. 

Meanwhile, XL is a great example of the competition 
punching above its weight. Despite the industry 
being mired by hyper competitive pressures from 
the mandatory prepaid SIM registration in 2018, XL’s 
consistent strategy execution delivered exceptional 
results. In a market which saw 84 million subscribers 
wiped out in 2018, XL managed to beat all its peers in 
Indonesia as the only MNO to have grown subscribers, 
revenue and EBITDA by 2.6%, 0.4% and 2.3% 
respectively.

The continued investment in XL’s 4G network 
significantly improved both the user experience as well 
as the economics of providing mobile data services, 
especially in ex-Java. Its 4G coverage has now expanded 
to around 400 cities and areas, leading to double-
digit growth in subscribers and revenue for ex-Java. 
Unsurprisingly, XL ended the year as the most data-
centric operator with 80% smartphone penetration and 
82% data revenue contribution (4Q 2018).

At the same time, XL’s Dual Brand Strategy continues 
to track well with both XL and Axis brands recording 
all-time high Net Promoter Scores in 2018. At the 
Frost & Sullivan 2018 Asia Pacific ICT Awards, XL was 
even recognised as the “Best Asia-Pacific Mobile Data 
Service Provider of the Year”.

Moving forward, Celcom, XL, as well as our remaining 
OpCos will be placing additional emphasis on improving 
profitability by delivering ambitious cost savings targets 
and “sweating” their network to extract maximum value 
from existing sites. Additionally, we have identified 
three New Growth Areas which are expected to deliver 
double-digit growth for our Digital Telco pillar over the 
next few years. This includes aggressively capturing the 
Home segment, expanding our reach in the Enterprise 
segment and growing the high-margin digital value-
added services revenue stream. 

In summary, I am confident that all the stars have finally 
aligned for both Celcom and XL to return to their peak 
performances and stake a much stronger position in 
their respective markets.

2018 RESULTS

1
A

 How would you describe Axiata’s 
performance in 2018?

TSJI: It certainly was a noteworthy year at many 
levels. A watershed year, to say the least! 
 
On one hand, the headline numbers may come across 
as alarming, on the other, the underlying performance 
was excellent, and all the groundwork done has 
positioned us very well for our future. 

Let me start with a short financial summary. On constant 
currency basis, adjusting for one-offs and excluding 
Malaysian Financial Reporting Standard (MFRS) 15 and 9, 
revenue grew by 3.7% to RM25.3 billion whilst Earnings 
Before Interest, Tax Depreciation and Amortisation 
(EBITDA) rose 2%. Underlying Profit After Tax and 
Minority Interest (PATAMI) stood at RM1.2 billion. Axiata 
ended the year with a solid cash position of RM5.1 billion 
and a very comfortable gross debt/EBITDA at 2.3x.
 
Now we peel through the numbers. I must say, one 
of our proudest achievements in 2018 is the excellent 
operational performance recorded by our six OpCos 
where all of them grew fastest in revenue relative to 
all industry players. Not just better than the average, 
but the best! Furthermore, four of them performed 
the best in EBITDA in their respective markets. This is a 
stellar achievement and must be commended.
 
We also took the decision in 2018 to significantly 
‘clean-up’ our balance sheet through the most massive 
non-cash write-off exercise ever to date, mainly 
involving 2G and legacy assets in XL and Celcom, so 
that we could have a nice start from 2019 onwards. 
 
2018 was also the year we significantly reshaped our 
portfolio, with the future in mind in six key areas:
1. Supported the merger of our associate, Idea, with 

Vodafone India, to make the combined company 
the largest operator in India and one of the largest in 
the world

2. Reclassified our investment in Idea from associate to 
simple investment as a result of the above, helping 
to insulate our future profits while the merged 
company works on its integration

3. Announced that our investment in M1 was no 
longer strategic, leading to the sale in 2019 and 
strengthening of our balance sheet

4. Executed our strategy to focus on three core digital 
businesses and the recategorisation of the rest 
of our digital ventures as non-core, leading to the 
strongest operational performance to date in 2018 
and the monetisation of non-core assets in 2019

5. Grew edotco further to be a material component of 
the Group, positioning well for future dividends and 
monetisation

6. Embarked on new segments, which are Enterprise and 
Home, which will be the source of our future growth

Despite the headlines, I am happy with 2018 even 
though we could have done even better.

c. Apigate, our digital enablement platform 
expanded its global reach in 2018 through 
partnerships with telco groups such as Zain and 
Etisalat, Tencent and Gameloft, giving it access 
to 3.5 billion consumers and over 110 MNOs, 
compared to 350 million consumers and eight 
MNOs in 2017. It is a truly global player, with future 
ready APIs on one seamless platform allowing 
businesses to scale globally for SMS, location 
services, e-wallet and operator billing. Having 
consolidated the business, we have seen a rapid 
rise in YoY gross transaction value at 3.1x and net 
revenue at 4.8x

d. Additionally, we have also signed up to transfer 
our non-core digital ventures investment portfolio 
at a value of USD140 million to a private equity 
firm, which we are targeting to conclude within 
Q2 2019

4. edotco has secured a robust position as a strong 
challenger in the global towerco market, now the 
third fastest growing towerco among global peers. 
It has also expanded its footprint to cover six 
countries including a recent expansion in to Pakistan, 
with more than 29,800 towers

Our Digital Transformation Strategy focuses on driving 
improvements through the adoption of IR 4.0 principles. 
We conduct both external and internal validation to 
track our progress. While acknowledging we have 
a lot more to do, I am happy to report that we have 
progressed significantly from where we started in 2017:
1. Digital Products and Services
 This involves transforming our product and service 

portfolio to include a rich suite of digital offerings, 
with a focus on simplicity of use. We currently 
estimate improvements in this area by approximately 
70%

2. Transforming our External Interface and Internal 
Processes

 The transformation of external interfaces through 
which the above products and services are 
delivered to our customers and partners ranges from 
customer touchpoints to digital engagements with 
channel partners, suppliers and external networks. 
In addition to that, we have also worked hard to 
radically simplify and digitise our internal processes. 
Since 2017, we have recorded between 45% and 
50% progress on both these fronts

3. Transforming our Infrastructure & Platforms
 Complete modernisation and digitisation of our 

network, IT and platforms involves new architecture, 
making them all Internet Protocol (IP), virtualisation 
and mostly software-driven, ensuring we pre-empt 
the demands of IR 4.0 as well as of advanced forms 
of video communications to include Augmented 
Reality (AR) and Virtual Reality (VR). Today we have 
enhanced the digitisation of our infrastructure and 
platforms by 30%

4. Organisation, Culture and Mindset Transformation
 Right at the core of an organisation is its people 

and culture. Digital Transformation would not be 
successful without a completely modern workforce, 
organisation culture and mindset. We call it a 
Modern, Agile and Digital, or a M.A.D. organisation. 
We have achieved good momentum, improving by 
40% in our internal metrics for an Agile workforce

7 What are your 2019/2020 plans? Will they be 
any different from the past?

TSJI: Firstly, the operational progress and momentum 
gathered from the Group’s 2018 performance will 
provide us with a significant boost to pave the way 
for a “promising” 2019. In fact, some of the very issues 
that made the headlines in 2018 will help us materially in 
2019 especially in the following aspects: 
1. With all OpCos growing market share and delivering 

the best revenue performance in their respective 
markets, we exited 2018 with a strong market 
position to meet our 2019 targets. Following two very 
successful years in delivering operating expenditure 
(opex) and capex savings through our internal cost 
optimisation programme, we are on track in our 
journey to continue improving our cost base, and 
meet our RM5 billion cumulative savings target by 
2021

2. Our OpCos had delivered significant progress in 
digitising critical areas including Products and 
Services, Internal Processes, Infrastructure and 
Platform, as well as Organisation and Culture. With 
each of our OpCos now outperforming their in-
market peers in terms of digital maturity, we are 
optimistic our continuous improvements in this area 
will serve as a competitive advantage in our markets

3. With the efforts and progress made in 2018, each of 
the new growth areas we identified in our Triple Core 
Strategy are now expected to generate double-digit 
growth in 2019:
a. Digital Telco: In addition to Dialog, in 2018 we 

launched Home/Converged offerings in Celcom, 
XL and Smart – predominantly via fixed wireless 
access (FWA). This allows us to leverage on our 
existing mobile network for further upsides through 
cross-selling to existing customers. In capturing the 
Enterprise segment, we have built a strong sales 
funnel for actualisation in 2019 and refined our 
strategy through our 2018 key learnings

b. New Digital Businesses: Boost, ada and Apigate 
exited 2018 with exponential top-line growth and 
are expected to maintain this exciting momentum 
in 2019 and beyond. Each of these core digital 
businesses are now on an encouraging path 
towards profitability by 2020/2021

c. Infrastructure: With a consistent track record of 
double-digit growth across all financial metrics 
since its inception, we expect edotco to continue 
its “towering” growth story in 2019 and beyond

4. The cash proceeds from the divestment of our stake 
in M1 will strengthen our balance sheet, putting Axiata 
in a more robust position to fund future growth 
opportunities

5. The reclassification of our Indian asset as a pure 
investment into the balance sheet means Idea’s 
performance will no longer drag our profitability. In 
fact, there are now more upsides given our belief in 
the long-term future of the merged company

6. The strategic investments we secured for ada in 
2018 acted as an external validation of our digital 
investments, which may translate to further upsides in 
Axiata’s valuation. Additionally, this cash investment 
will help to fund the future growth of our digital 
businesses and prepare them on a self-funded path 
towards profitability by 2020/2021

While maintaining our long-term strategy and vision, 
in 2019/2020 the Group will focus more on profitable 
growth and cash generation relative to revenue growth 
to strengthen our balance sheet and prepare for the 
years ahead through our “Shifting Gear” initiatives 
which covers these eight measures:
1. While expected to still deliver the industry revenue 

growth in their respective markets, our OpCos will 
target to grow their EBITDA and profit relatively 
faster than revenue and therefore, improve their 
respective profitability margins compared to 2018

2. Since the unveiling of the Group’s five-year Cost 
Optimisation initiative back in 2017, close to RM3 
billion worth of savings have been delivered over the 
last two years. In 2019, our OpCos will continue to 
drive opex and capex efficiency in each market with 
the long-term goal of achieving a cumulative savings 
of RM5 billion by 2021

3. To improve profitability over the next two years, the 
Group will have to reprioritise new investments with 
long payback unless we can find ways to moderate 
any short-term negative profit impact due to the 
upfront Investment

4. To lower our risk and exposure, we will explore 
if these investment opportunities can be funded 
through strategic partnerships or financial investors 

5. Following ada’s success in securing a valuation 
and the M1 divestment, we will continue to review 
the prospects of monetising some of our existing 
investments for cash and validation without 
compromising our long-term growth aspiration. 
Additionally, a key priority for all OpCos is to focus on 
“sweating” existing assets to extract more value from 
each dollar of capital already deployed

6. While we deliver further operational improvements in 
2019, the changes in our industry landscape urgently 
necessitate structural changes over the long-run such 
as in-market consolidation and network sharing to 
preserve industry sustainability and at the same time, 
meet customers’ satisfaction. We will continue to 
actively evaluate such opportunities 

7. We undertook a major impairment in 2018 
by sunsetting legacy assets which will give us 
Depreciation and Amortisation (D&A) savings of 
approximately RM150 million per year

8. Correspondingly, the 2019 scorecard/KPIs for the 
Group as well as our OpCos have been aligned to 
reflect the 2019/2020 “Shifting Gear” priorities 
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All our stakeholders have contributed 
towards our success and lend to our ability 
to continue with our onward moving 
journey. On behalf of the Management 
at Axiata, I would like to express our 
collective gratitude to our Board of 
Directors, in fulfilling their fiduciary 
responsibilities, and in providing strategic 
direction to the company by observing the 
highest standards of governance, ethics 
and integrity at all times. To our more than 
12,000 employees throughout our regional 
footprint, we thank you for your dedicated 
contributions towards enabling our New 
Generation Digital Champion vision. 

Our deepest gratitude also goes to 
our investors, partners, media and all 
stakeholders. As for the governments 
and regulators in our markets of 
operation, thank you for your continuing 
faith, and allowing us to contribute to 
your communities, and drive the digital 
economies of your countries. Most of all, 
we would like to thank our subscribers and 
users across our ASEAN and South Asian 
footprint for their continued loyalty and 
support.
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Retrospectionc
9 Looking back how do you think Axiata has performed financially and operationally since its inception?

TSJI: Generally, Axiata’s operational performance in all of our operating markets has been favourable. From 2008 to 2018, Compounded Annual Growth 
Rate (CAGR) for revenue was at 8.4%, EBITDA at 7.2% and normalised PATAMI at 4.2%. However, Total Shareholder Returns (TSR) since 28 April 2008 to  
31 December 2018 recorded at -1.5%. 
 
Having said that, Axiata’s performance can be examined from two lenses: time-period and portfolio.
 
For the first seven years, the Group performed extremely well. From 2008 to 2015, CAGR for revenue was 8.8%, EBITDA 8.0% and normalised PATAMI 20.7%. 
TSR from 28 April 2008 to 31 December 2015 was 50.3%.
 
However, major shifts have occurred across the industry globally since then. Our operations have been further affected by numerous external macroeconomic 
factors especially regulatory uncertainties and forex volatility, compounded by weak performances at Celcom (2015-2016) and XL (2013-2016) and 
recently, after years of exceptional performance, at Idea (2016-2018). This was also the period where the Group boosted capital investments with additional  
RM1 billion to RM2 billion per year in Axiata Digital Services, Robi, XL, edotco and even Celcom, thus increasing our D&A and reducing our PATAMI. Hence, 
from 2015 to 2018, while Axiata’s CAGR for revenue grew 7.2% and EBITDA 5.4%, normalised PATAMI was down by 21.0%. TSR from 31 December 2014 to  
31 December 2018 was down by 38.3%.
 
If we exclude OpCos that require intensive short-term capital deployments but with long-terms returns, like Axiata Digital Services, Robi, XL, as well as 
Idea, performance was reasonable especially given all the external challenges. From 2015 to 2018, CAGR for revenue grew 8.5%, EBITDA was up 13.4% and 
normalised PATAMI remained flat. 
 
Generally, from inception to 2018, our OpCos have done very well, with all OpCos recording increased market share, growing revenue and EBITDA higher than 
the market and in most cases, performing the best in their respective markets. However, there is much room for improvement in Profit After Tax (PAT) as we 
believe this could have been better. Needless to say, this issue is being addressed.
 
Another way to look at our performance over the last 10 years is through the following positive outcomes:
1. Delivered total dividends of RM12.9 billion to shareholders, out of which RM10.6 billion was in cash. This excludes RM4.1 billion paid to TM in 2009 as part of 

the demerger deal which had indirectly benefited our shareholders as most have shares in TM as part of the demerger formula
2. Recorded a cumulative PAT of RM14.3 billion
3. Paid total taxes of RM9.2 billion in the countries we operate in
4. Invested total capex and opex amounting to USD87.2 billion5 in the countries where we operate, supporting approximately one million direct and indirect jobs 

annually in our footprint markets

On hindsight, we could have done better in some areas, but given all the external challenges that we had to navigate, we are happy with our overall performance 
so far. 

Note:
5 Source: Independent Third-Party Assessment of Axiata’s National Contribution, 2018



Axiata President 
& GCEO shares 

the highlights and 
lowlights of 2018 

and the Group’s 
future plans

Notes:
1 Capex base= Property, plant and equipment (PPE) carrying value
2 Growth numbers exclude MFRS 9 and 15 impact for 2018
3 Based on internal estimates
4 Axiata’s integrated digital marketing business, Axiata Digital Advertising Sdn. Bhd
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FUTURE PLANSB
4 Can you elaborate on Axiata’s vision and 

strategy to be the New Generation Digital 
Champion, and how have you progressed?

TSJI: I am going to give a long answer to this as we have 
progressed quite a lot over the last 12 to 18 months. 

Our foundational response to the challenge was to 
define our Triple Core Strategy, supplemented by 
a Digital Transformation across all our businesses 
and operations. Let me first address the Triple Core 
Strategy:
1. Transformation of our predominantly mobile 

operations into converged digital operators with 
leadership positions across Consumer, Home and 
Enterprise segments

2. Transformation of our three core digital business – 
Digital Financial Services (DFS), Digital Advertising 
and Digital Platform to be candidates for “Unicorns” 

3. Transformation of our tower business, edotco, to be 
a world-class player and one of the top five globally

I am proud to say we have made significant progress:
1. In four of six markets, we have moved our operations 

from being MNO-focused to becoming converged 
multi-play services providers across fixed services 
delivery combined with video and content services. 
Some are ahead of their plans, but some are a bit 
behind

2. Our focus on Enterprise Business has accelerated 
and we are elevating competencies across all 
markets. Similarly, some are ahead of their plans and 
others, a bit behind

3. Our three digital businesses have grown exponentially 
over the last few years:
a. Our Digital Advertising business, ada4, is today 

one of the largest independent digital marketing 
agencies across Asia, servicing over 200 large 
accounts globally. The investment from Sumitomo 
Corporation and ensuing valuation provided 
further momentum in its ambition to become 
the leading integrated digital advertising firm in 
Southeast Asia by 2022

b. Boost, our flagship DFS business is by far the 
largest e-wallet in Malaysia, in terms of users 
and merchant base. It continues to record 
healthy uptrends in both areas, recording 6x and 
24x growth respectively. By end 2018, it had 
3.5 million users, and over 61,500 merchants. 
Transaction value per user has grown 11x since it 
first started. Boost is also available in Indonesia, 
where it is focused on merchant services, and has 
grown its base to more than 458,000 merchants 
as at end 2018

3 Celcom and XL as the Group’s biggest 
contributors to revenue have had more 
than their share of challenges the last 
few years. Like their industry peers, 
both companies have gone through a 
tumultuous period in that period. Are you 
confident they have come around and 
have what it takes to strengthen their 
positions?

TSJI: Looking at the strategy, operational performance 
and momentum gathered in the past year by both 
Celcom and XL, the answer is a yes.

In the case of Celcom, it is now back on track as the 
disciplined execution of its operational transformation 
yielded solid results in 2018. Amidst a saturated 
market, Celcom managed to outperform all its mobile 
network operator (MNO) peers with a service revenue 
growth of 1.1%2 Year on Year (YoY) and a market share 
gain of 0.5 percentage point (ppt)3. It was also the 
only MNO to have grown both prepaid and postpaid 

2
 Can you explain the cause for losses in 2018. 

Are you worried? Will there be further write-
offs, impairments or for that matter, potential 
surprises in the future?

TSJI: The losses were overwhelmingly due to non-cash 
accounting treatments, namely:
1. Idea related losses of RM3.9 billion which comprised 

the following:
a. RM358 million non-cash loss on dilution due to 

Axiata’s non-participation in Idea’s issuance of 
new shares

b. RM186 million share of losses from Idea prior to 
Axiata’s derecognition of Idea as an associate

c. RM3.3 billion technical impairment from the 
Idea reclassification exercise from associate to 
simple investment due to the merger of Idea with 
Vodafone India 

2. Non-cash asset write-off, impairment and 
accelerated depreciation totalling RM1.8 billion, for 
2G and legacy assets

3. An impact of RM60 million purely due to change in 
accounting standards

4. Fair value of options and derivatives at RM298 million
5. Unfavourable forex translation impacted Normalised 

PATAMI by RM120 million as the Ringgit Malaysia 
strengthened against several OpCo currencies by an 
average of 8% in 2018

The cash impact came from realised foreign exchange 
(forex) losses on borrowings, capital expenditure 
(capex) and working capital amounting to RM213 million. 
That is the only pain for us, but it is beyond our control.
 
All things considered, the losses are worrying if 
our investors are concerned solely by the headline 
numbers, but not if they studied the excellent 
underlying performance of all our OpCos in 2018 and 
our strong balance sheet with a healthy gross debt/
EBITDA level at 2.3x and cash balance of RM5.1 billion.

Obviously, we cannot rule out any future write-off or 
impairment, as accounting standards require us to 
regularly test the need for it. But barring any major 
external factors, we do not expect the magnitude to 
be anything close to 2018. For the last 10 years, the 
average write-offs and accelerated depreciation were 
around 1% of capex1 and an average of RM150 million 
per year. 

5 With the disposal of M1 and the 
reclassification of your investment in 
Vodafone Idea as non-strategic, what is 
the effect to Axiata’s regional ambitions? 
Are you looking for more footprint 
expansion? 

TSJI: Whilst we recognise the importance of 
footprint, we do not measure ourselves purely from a 
footprint perspective. Having said that, despite the M1 
divestment, Axiata today still operates in 11 countries 
across ASEAN and South Asia, more than when we 
first started.

In terms of scope, we have also expanded significantly 
from the days of offering pure-play mobile 
communications services as our businesses have 
transcended beyond mobile services to now include 
digital and infrastructure businesses.

In terms of size, we have in fact grown 2.4 times 
compared to 10 years ago and in terms of reputation, 
Axiata at present is a far more accomplished 
multinational company respected by global peers and 
a recipient of numerous regional and global awards.
 
On future plans for footprint expansion, it all depends. 
We are not looking into new footprint expansion for 
our core mobile services. However, for edotco, we are 
aggressively exploring organic and inorganic growth 
opportunities, but within ASEAN and South Asia. For 
DFS, we will restrict to our existing footprint but for 
Digital Advertising and Digital Platform businesses, 
we plan to be Pan-Asia regional and global players 
respectively. 

6 Axiata is known for its focus on people 
management. What are your plans to 
ready the organisation for the challenging 
environment?

TSJI: We are absolutely focused on people management 
and very proud of “putting our money where our 
mouth is”. In fact, more than just money, we spend 
considerable management time and effort in this area. 
I personally invest a huge amount of my time in this 
area and have made ‘people development’ a priority in 
my role at Axiata.
 
By year end 2018, we had a pool of 174 top management 
talent and 513 middle management talent. From a 
mere 22% of our top leadership positions being filled 
internally during our first year of operations, by end 
2018, we grew this to 83%. Seven out of nine CEOs 
of our major OpCos have been internal appointments. 
Since 2009, we have spent RM178 million purely on 
talent development programmes, to support what I 
call, our “Talent Factory”.
 
However, as good as we are in people management, 
we need to revamp almost everything that we have 
done before. While we started work as far back as in 
2015/16, in 2018, we formalised the concept of M.A.D.

This requires modernising our performance 
management systems and compensation structure, 
reshaping our leadership competencies, talent 
management and development programmes, and, 
revamping our organisation and many others. 

By 2018, we did all the above. We experimented 
with a new performance management system called 
“IGNITE” where we relooked our short and long-
term compensation incentives and structures to be 
implemented in 2019. We also enhanced our four 
leadership competency quadrants, modified our 
talent and development programmes, launched Axiata 
Academy with a pilot in Celcom involving intelligent 
learning technology platform, and changed the 
organisation structure at many OpCos.

We also implemented the Axiata Analytics Centre 
and Axiata Digital Labs with the aim of attracting 
and developing digitally-skilled talents to support our 
growth areas across the region.

8 With the challenging industry landscape, 
what can Axiata do to increase its 
shareholders’ value?

TSJI: Volatilities in the current industry landscape and 
macroeconomic environment have certainly made 
it more difficult to strike a balance between short-
term profitability and long-term growth. Nevertheless, 
Axiata is confident we can achieve this balance and 
increase shareholders’ value with our 2022 vision, 
strategy and execution capabilities. 

Basically, to increase our shareholders’ value, we must 
execute our Vision and Triple Core Strategy diligently 
and in a timely manner. Effectively, these are our eight 
strategic initiatives:
1. First and foremost, in addition to strong operational 

performance in all OpCos, we must step-up profitability 
and return on investment. Cost optimisation is going 
to be key, hence, our aim to reduce costs by RM2 
billion the next three years is critical. Our Return on 
Invested Capital (ROIC) in all our OpCos must be 
higher than their respective Weighted Average Cost 
of Capital (WACC) by 2021/2022

2. Strong growth momentum must be retained across 
existing businesses with tangible contributions 
from new growth areas to our top-line – Home 
Broadband, Enterprise Segments and Digital 
Businesses. Fortunately, by 2018, our infrastructure/
tower business has already been a sizeable 
contributor to our revenue and profitability

3. All our operational drivers such as Network, IT, 
Distribution, Products and Services, and Customer 
Services should be superior or at least at par to 
our nearest competitor but the digitisation of our 
operations and organisations should clearly be 
better than others

4. Our business model and competitive difference 
should be very clear for each OpCo to ensure 
sustainable market performance

5. While operational performance is very important, 
it might not be sufficient. Some degree of industry 
consolidation and rationalisation in most markets is 
required and not just within the mobile industry, but 
also within the broader converged industry – with or 
without us

6. Our corporate portfolio will be restructured for 
optimum capital allocation for both sustainable and 
moderate growth and dividends 

7. For long-term success, we must ensure strong 
commitment to sustainability and exemplary 
corporate citizenry

8. Lastly, we must evolve our whole organisation from 
being a traditional telco to a Modern, Agile and 
Digital (M.A.D.) organisation

I am confident if we do all the above, we will enhance 
our shareholder value in a healthy, sustainable and 
responsible manner.

Average Revenue Per User (ARPU) YoY – validating 
the successful execution of its strategy. Furthermore, 
cost optimisation initiatives at Celcom led to a 
commendable trend with Quarter on Quarter (QoQ) 
EBITDA growth of 6%2 and an EBITDA margin uplift 
of 2 ppt2 in the fourth quarter (4Q) of 2018, allowing 
Celcom to kickstart 2019 with a healthier cost base. 
Having said that, this is still an area that requires a lot 
more work.

Due to the concerted efforts to improve its network 
in the past three years, Celcom has since achieved 
major progress in network availability and quality 
– LTE and LTE-A coverage are now at 91% and 78% 
respectively, delivering better video experience to its 
customers. Identified as a key turnaround area back in 
2016, Celcom has now shown significant improvement 
in its distribution, achieving the number one position 
in Dealer Satisfaction nationwide in 2018. Since 2016, 
its relentless focus on driving organisational and digital 
transformation has also produced encouraging results. 
In parallel, Celcom continues to be recognised for its 
customer centricity, taking the top spot in Net Promoter 
Score and being recognised by Forbes as one of the 
“Top 10 Most Customer-Focused Companies in Asia”. 

Meanwhile, XL is a great example of the competition 
punching above its weight. Despite the industry 
being mired by hyper competitive pressures from 
the mandatory prepaid SIM registration in 2018, XL’s 
consistent strategy execution delivered exceptional 
results. In a market which saw 84 million subscribers 
wiped out in 2018, XL managed to beat all its peers in 
Indonesia as the only MNO to have grown subscribers, 
revenue and EBITDA by 2.6%, 0.4% and 2.3% 
respectively.

The continued investment in XL’s 4G network 
significantly improved both the user experience as well 
as the economics of providing mobile data services, 
especially in ex-Java. Its 4G coverage has now expanded 
to around 400 cities and areas, leading to double-
digit growth in subscribers and revenue for ex-Java. 
Unsurprisingly, XL ended the year as the most data-
centric operator with 80% smartphone penetration and 
82% data revenue contribution (4Q 2018).

At the same time, XL’s Dual Brand Strategy continues 
to track well with both XL and Axis brands recording 
all-time high Net Promoter Scores in 2018. At the 
Frost & Sullivan 2018 Asia Pacific ICT Awards, XL was 
even recognised as the “Best Asia-Pacific Mobile Data 
Service Provider of the Year”.

Moving forward, Celcom, XL, as well as our remaining 
OpCos will be placing additional emphasis on improving 
profitability by delivering ambitious cost savings targets 
and “sweating” their network to extract maximum value 
from existing sites. Additionally, we have identified 
three New Growth Areas which are expected to deliver 
double-digit growth for our Digital Telco pillar over the 
next few years. This includes aggressively capturing the 
Home segment, expanding our reach in the Enterprise 
segment and growing the high-margin digital value-
added services revenue stream. 

In summary, I am confident that all the stars have finally 
aligned for both Celcom and XL to return to their peak 
performances and stake a much stronger position in 
their respective markets.

2018 RESULTS

1
A

 How would you describe Axiata’s 
performance in 2018?

TSJI: It certainly was a noteworthy year at many 
levels. A watershed year, to say the least! 
 
On one hand, the headline numbers may come across 
as alarming, on the other, the underlying performance 
was excellent, and all the groundwork done has 
positioned us very well for our future. 

Let me start with a short financial summary. On constant 
currency basis, adjusting for one-offs and excluding 
Malaysian Financial Reporting Standard (MFRS) 15 and 9, 
revenue grew by 3.7% to RM25.3 billion whilst Earnings 
Before Interest, Tax Depreciation and Amortisation 
(EBITDA) rose 2%. Underlying Profit After Tax and 
Minority Interest (PATAMI) stood at RM1.2 billion. Axiata 
ended the year with a solid cash position of RM5.1 billion 
and a very comfortable gross debt/EBITDA at 2.3x.
 
Now we peel through the numbers. I must say, one 
of our proudest achievements in 2018 is the excellent 
operational performance recorded by our six OpCos 
where all of them grew fastest in revenue relative to 
all industry players. Not just better than the average, 
but the best! Furthermore, four of them performed 
the best in EBITDA in their respective markets. This is a 
stellar achievement and must be commended.
 
We also took the decision in 2018 to significantly 
‘clean-up’ our balance sheet through the most massive 
non-cash write-off exercise ever to date, mainly 
involving 2G and legacy assets in XL and Celcom, so 
that we could have a nice start from 2019 onwards. 
 
2018 was also the year we significantly reshaped our 
portfolio, with the future in mind in six key areas:
1. Supported the merger of our associate, Idea, with 

Vodafone India, to make the combined company 
the largest operator in India and one of the largest in 
the world

2. Reclassified our investment in Idea from associate to 
simple investment as a result of the above, helping 
to insulate our future profits while the merged 
company works on its integration

3. Announced that our investment in M1 was no 
longer strategic, leading to the sale in 2019 and 
strengthening of our balance sheet

4. Executed our strategy to focus on three core digital 
businesses and the recategorisation of the rest 
of our digital ventures as non-core, leading to the 
strongest operational performance to date in 2018 
and the monetisation of non-core assets in 2019

5. Grew edotco further to be a material component of 
the Group, positioning well for future dividends and 
monetisation

6. Embarked on new segments, which are Enterprise and 
Home, which will be the source of our future growth

Despite the headlines, I am happy with 2018 even 
though we could have done even better.

c. Apigate, our digital enablement platform 
expanded its global reach in 2018 through 
partnerships with telco groups such as Zain and 
Etisalat, Tencent and Gameloft, giving it access 
to 3.5 billion consumers and over 110 MNOs, 
compared to 350 million consumers and eight 
MNOs in 2017. It is a truly global player, with future 
ready APIs on one seamless platform allowing 
businesses to scale globally for SMS, location 
services, e-wallet and operator billing. Having 
consolidated the business, we have seen a rapid 
rise in YoY gross transaction value at 3.1x and net 
revenue at 4.8x

d. Additionally, we have also signed up to transfer 
our non-core digital ventures investment portfolio 
at a value of USD140 million to a private equity 
firm, which we are targeting to conclude within 
Q2 2019

4. edotco has secured a robust position as a strong 
challenger in the global towerco market, now the 
third fastest growing towerco among global peers. 
It has also expanded its footprint to cover six 
countries including a recent expansion in to Pakistan, 
with more than 29,800 towers

Our Digital Transformation Strategy focuses on driving 
improvements through the adoption of IR 4.0 principles. 
We conduct both external and internal validation to 
track our progress. While acknowledging we have 
a lot more to do, I am happy to report that we have 
progressed significantly from where we started in 2017:
1. Digital Products and Services
 This involves transforming our product and service 

portfolio to include a rich suite of digital offerings, 
with a focus on simplicity of use. We currently 
estimate improvements in this area by approximately 
70%

2. Transforming our External Interface and Internal 
Processes

 The transformation of external interfaces through 
which the above products and services are 
delivered to our customers and partners ranges from 
customer touchpoints to digital engagements with 
channel partners, suppliers and external networks. 
In addition to that, we have also worked hard to 
radically simplify and digitise our internal processes. 
Since 2017, we have recorded between 45% and 
50% progress on both these fronts

3. Transforming our Infrastructure & Platforms
 Complete modernisation and digitisation of our 

network, IT and platforms involves new architecture, 
making them all Internet Protocol (IP), virtualisation 
and mostly software-driven, ensuring we pre-empt 
the demands of IR 4.0 as well as of advanced forms 
of video communications to include Augmented 
Reality (AR) and Virtual Reality (VR). Today we have 
enhanced the digitisation of our infrastructure and 
platforms by 30%

4. Organisation, Culture and Mindset Transformation
 Right at the core of an organisation is its people 

and culture. Digital Transformation would not be 
successful without a completely modern workforce, 
organisation culture and mindset. We call it a 
Modern, Agile and Digital, or a M.A.D. organisation. 
We have achieved good momentum, improving by 
40% in our internal metrics for an Agile workforce

7 What are your 2019/2020 plans? Will they be 
any different from the past?

TSJI: Firstly, the operational progress and momentum 
gathered from the Group’s 2018 performance will 
provide us with a significant boost to pave the way 
for a “promising” 2019. In fact, some of the very issues 
that made the headlines in 2018 will help us materially in 
2019 especially in the following aspects: 
1. With all OpCos growing market share and delivering 

the best revenue performance in their respective 
markets, we exited 2018 with a strong market 
position to meet our 2019 targets. Following two very 
successful years in delivering operating expenditure 
(opex) and capex savings through our internal cost 
optimisation programme, we are on track in our 
journey to continue improving our cost base, and 
meet our RM5 billion cumulative savings target by 
2021

2. Our OpCos had delivered significant progress in 
digitising critical areas including Products and 
Services, Internal Processes, Infrastructure and 
Platform, as well as Organisation and Culture. With 
each of our OpCos now outperforming their in-
market peers in terms of digital maturity, we are 
optimistic our continuous improvements in this area 
will serve as a competitive advantage in our markets

3. With the efforts and progress made in 2018, each of 
the new growth areas we identified in our Triple Core 
Strategy are now expected to generate double-digit 
growth in 2019:
a. Digital Telco: In addition to Dialog, in 2018 we 

launched Home/Converged offerings in Celcom, 
XL and Smart – predominantly via fixed wireless 
access (FWA). This allows us to leverage on our 
existing mobile network for further upsides through 
cross-selling to existing customers. In capturing the 
Enterprise segment, we have built a strong sales 
funnel for actualisation in 2019 and refined our 
strategy through our 2018 key learnings

b. New Digital Businesses: Boost, ada and Apigate 
exited 2018 with exponential top-line growth and 
are expected to maintain this exciting momentum 
in 2019 and beyond. Each of these core digital 
businesses are now on an encouraging path 
towards profitability by 2020/2021

c. Infrastructure: With a consistent track record of 
double-digit growth across all financial metrics 
since its inception, we expect edotco to continue 
its “towering” growth story in 2019 and beyond

4. The cash proceeds from the divestment of our stake 
in M1 will strengthen our balance sheet, putting Axiata 
in a more robust position to fund future growth 
opportunities

5. The reclassification of our Indian asset as a pure 
investment into the balance sheet means Idea’s 
performance will no longer drag our profitability. In 
fact, there are now more upsides given our belief in 
the long-term future of the merged company

6. The strategic investments we secured for ada in 
2018 acted as an external validation of our digital 
investments, which may translate to further upsides in 
Axiata’s valuation. Additionally, this cash investment 
will help to fund the future growth of our digital 
businesses and prepare them on a self-funded path 
towards profitability by 2020/2021

While maintaining our long-term strategy and vision, 
in 2019/2020 the Group will focus more on profitable 
growth and cash generation relative to revenue growth 
to strengthen our balance sheet and prepare for the 
years ahead through our “Shifting Gear” initiatives 
which covers these eight measures:
1. While expected to still deliver the industry revenue 

growth in their respective markets, our OpCos will 
target to grow their EBITDA and profit relatively 
faster than revenue and therefore, improve their 
respective profitability margins compared to 2018

2. Since the unveiling of the Group’s five-year Cost 
Optimisation initiative back in 2017, close to RM3 
billion worth of savings have been delivered over the 
last two years. In 2019, our OpCos will continue to 
drive opex and capex efficiency in each market with 
the long-term goal of achieving a cumulative savings 
of RM5 billion by 2021

3. To improve profitability over the next two years, the 
Group will have to reprioritise new investments with 
long payback unless we can find ways to moderate 
any short-term negative profit impact due to the 
upfront Investment

4. To lower our risk and exposure, we will explore 
if these investment opportunities can be funded 
through strategic partnerships or financial investors 

5. Following ada’s success in securing a valuation 
and the M1 divestment, we will continue to review 
the prospects of monetising some of our existing 
investments for cash and validation without 
compromising our long-term growth aspiration. 
Additionally, a key priority for all OpCos is to focus on 
“sweating” existing assets to extract more value from 
each dollar of capital already deployed

6. While we deliver further operational improvements in 
2019, the changes in our industry landscape urgently 
necessitate structural changes over the long-run such 
as in-market consolidation and network sharing to 
preserve industry sustainability and at the same time, 
meet customers’ satisfaction. We will continue to 
actively evaluate such opportunities 

7. We undertook a major impairment in 2018 
by sunsetting legacy assets which will give us 
Depreciation and Amortisation (D&A) savings of 
approximately RM150 million per year

8. Correspondingly, the 2019 scorecard/KPIs for the 
Group as well as our OpCos have been aligned to 
reflect the 2019/2020 “Shifting Gear” priorities 

We are confident of retaining our leadership 
position in ASEAN and South Asia, in addition 
to seeing promising growth and definitive 
profit improvement moving into 2019

In Conversation with the President & Group CEO
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Monetise existing investments for cash and validation; and 
‘sweat’ existing assets

5Focus on profit growth relatively more than revenue market 
share growth

1

Accelerate structural changes through industry consolidation, 
network sharing and productivity initiatives6Spotlight on opex and capex efficiency - RM5 billion savings 

over five years
2

Reprioritise or re-scope some investments with long 
payback (unless short-term financial impact from upfront 
investment requirement can be mitigated)

3

Fund investments in new growth areas mostly through 
strategic partnerships or financial investors

4 Reflect the above in 2019 KPIs for the Group and all OpCos8

Aggressive Network and IT Modernisation to drive data 
leadership and improve its economics7

“Shifting Gear” towards 
Profitability and Cash Focus

AXIATA IN 2019: 

In Conversation with the President & Group CEO




