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Preface 
This document is the last in a mini-series of three reports which seek to explore SD-WAN technology 

from an enterprise perspective, covering the challenges that SD-WAN is designed to address, the 

differing types of SD-WAN product on the market today, and how we envisage SD-WAN-type services 

evolving in future.  

Follow the links below to access the first and second reports in this series: 

• Enterprise networking challenges: How can SD-WAN help? 

• Flavours of SD-WAN: What’s on offer and which work? 

The document has been prepared by independent research firm STL Partners and commissioned by 

Juniper Networks. It is based on STL Partners’ continuous research program into the future telecoms 

operator and how to get there. 

Mentions or allusions to companies or products in this document are intended as illustrations of 

market evolution and are not intended as endorsements or product/service recommendations. 

  

https://stlpartners.com/research/enterprise-networking-challenges-how-can-sd-wan-help/
https://stlpartners.com/research/flavours-of-sd-wan-whats-on-offer-and-which-work/


PREDICTING THE FUTURE: WHERE NEXT FOR SD-WAN SERVICES?  |  JUNE 2019 

© STL Partners    EXECUTIVE BRIEFING     3 

Table of Contents 
Introduction: SD-WAN and future evolution ...................................................................................................... 4 

Defining the evolution pathways in detail .......................................................................................................... 6 

Conclusion: What does this mean for enterprises and SPs? ....................................................................... 10 

 

Table of Figures 
Figure 1: Delivering SD-WAN on a virtualised platform –first step towards SD-Branch? ......................... 6 

Figure 2: Basic functions of telecoms service providers in the three telco eras ........................................ 9 

  



PREDICTING THE FUTURE: WHERE NEXT FOR SD-WAN SERVICES?  |  JUNE 2019 

© STL Partners    EXECUTIVE BRIEFING     4 

Introduction: SD-WAN and future evolution 
This is the last of three short reports examining the role that different types of SD-WAN solutions can 

play in helping digital enterprises address their growing networking challenges. 

In the first report, we discussed how SD-WAN helps to address enterprise networking challenges. In 

the second, we outlined some of the current flavors and models for SD-WAN solutions as currently on 

the market. 

Any decision made about SD-WAN aspects or management must be taken not just in context of 

enterprises’ current networking challenges, but also in context of how those challenges, as well as 

networking technology, are likely to evolve. This report assesses where we expect the industry to go 

next. 

At STL Partners, we believe that SD-WAN under its current definition is not an end in itself. All 

indications are that enterprises are becoming increasingly cloud-centric, and we see no sign of this 

trend reversing. SD-WAN will no doubt be a key component of the multicloud ecosystem – but it will 

require an evolution beyond the confines of what is currently being packaged and sold. 

In short, existing SD-WAN offerings are just the first step on a longer journey towards integrated, 

software-driven WAN operations and networking on a broader scale. Enterprises and vendors planning 

SD-WAN rollout would do well to consider how that evolution could unfold. 

As with any new technology, there are multiple pathways that this evolution could follow – none of 

which are yet well-understood. STL Partners has identified three emerging evolution pathways, which 

we explain in detail below. The options are:  

1. SD-WAN used as the first step towards SD-Branch: SD-WAN is deployed as a stepping stone 

technology towards more advanced, integrated management of enterprises’ LANs and branches 

alongside the WAN. 

2. SD-WAN sold “as a Service”: SD-WAN starts to be offered as a more fully cloud-based software 

service, free from vendor or hardware-based constraints. 

3. SD-WAN used as an enabling component of edge/IoT platforms: SD-WAN features and 

infrastructure are integrated with service providers’ edge computing and Internet of Things (IoT) 

platforms, with sales focus on enterprise automation and process optimisation, rather than the 

SD-WAN component itself. 

These options are of course not mutually exclusive and are likely in practice to be adopted in some 

combination of the different elements. It is quite feasible, for example, that some service providers 

will start to “upsell” their existing SD-WAN customers onto a more integrated “SD-Branch” offering 

(#1) – and to sell a flavour of this same offering as a cloud-based software option (#2). Indeed, we 

have already seen this happening in the marketplace. 

https://stlpartners.com/research/enterprise-networking-challenges-how-can-sd-wan-help/
https://stlpartners.com/research/flavours-of-sd-wan-whats-on-offer-and-which-work/
https://stlpartners.com/research/flavours-of-sd-wan-whats-on-offer-and-which-work/
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In addition, all three options share two things in common: 

• A move towards cloud-centricity: Their focus is on the LAN and branch, WAN (delivered in an 

even more flexible, cloud-native way), the edge (and edge computing and IoT), respectively. 

• Increasing use of AI technology: Artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML) are 

pouring into all areas of technology and network infrastructure is no exception. The dynamic 

nature of traffic patterns over SD-WAN make it a prime candidate for this kind of tech to enable, 

say, security threat detection or traffic routing optimisation. Whichever direction SD-WAN takes, 

it is sure to make use of AI/ML. 

In the pages below, we detail each of the three options, with particular reference to how they might 

benefit both enterprise customers, and those who will provide the SD-WAN service. 
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Defining the evolution pathways in detail 
Pathway 1: SD-WAN used as the first stepping stone towards SD-Branch 
The most natural, or obvious, evolution pathway for SD-WAN is towards what has been labelled the 

“Software-Defined Branch” (SD-Branch) and “Software-Defined Data Centre” (SDDC). Indeed, the SD-

Branch is readily found in the market today. 

SD-WAN is already the most widely-deployed virtual network function, not least because enterprise 

customers see it as a no-brainer upgrade to already widely-adopted wide area networking solutions. 

STL Partners has previously argued1 that CSPs can leverage this demand to migrate customers onto 

a “virtualised managed services delivery platform”. This is achieved by adopting a delivery model in 

which SD-WAN is deployed on customer premises using virtualised equipment which can be re-

programmed – and augmented with additional functions – at a later date. 

Figure 1: Delivering SD-WAN on a virtualised platform – first step towards SD-Branch? 

 

Source: STL Partners 

“SD-Branch” is, in its simplest sense, a brand name for such an offering. In this scenario, SD-WAN is 

just one of many software-defined services offered to enterprises as part of a broader solution which 

                                                        

1 See Deploying an Agile Platform for Enterprise Managed Services, STL Partners 

https://www.juniper.net/us/en/forms/stl-whitepaper/
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brings all networking and security functions onto a common, virtualised platform. This might include 

firewalls, management of LAN and wireless LAN networks, mobility management, and monitoring and 

management of devices and users across the WAN – and even uCPE hosted applications such as IoT 

gateways, print servers, or local sensor processing. 

Many of these additional functions will be (and indeed, already are) driven by artificial intelligence. AI’s 

immediate use is in optimisation: of power usage, traffic routing, security, and so on. We also see 

AI/ML solutions emerging for service assurance, Wi-Fi management – practically anything that can 

be configured and monitored has an AI use case attached. 

In summary, SD-Branch clearly represents a natural evolution of SD-WAN whereby set-up, 

configuration and operation of the WAN as such is merged with enterprise ICT management as a 

whole. Network design continually being adapted and evolved in the cloud in tandem with, and at the 

service of, cloud-centric ICT. 

STL Partners believes that, of our three pathways, this evolution will happen first. Indeed, “SD-Branch” 

and “SDDC” have been used in vendor marketing materials for some time now, and several vendors 

already offer products which fit our definition: Juniper Contrail SD-WAN as a Service; Versa SD-Branch, 

Cisco Meraki, HPE Aruba and VMware VeloCloud being just five examples. Service providers are close 

behind. Offering SD-WAN as a standalone service is just the “gateway drug” towards enterprises 

adopting this broader service. 

Pathway 2: SD-WAN sold “as a Service” 
Alternative to, or perhaps alongside, pushing a hardware (CPE) based SD-WAN deployment model, we 

see some moving towards offering SD-WAN as a more fully cloud-based software service, free from 

vendor or hardware-based constraints, following the widespread “SaaS” model. This is Network 

Function Virtualisation in its purest form: SD-WAN as a truly portable VNF which is interoperable 

across multiple vendors, platforms and hardware. 

From an enterprise point of view, the key offer here is flexibility. A SaaS model makes it a lot more 

straightforward for enterprises to choose a combination of features and functions that suit their needs 

across geographically diverse operations and network footprint. If enterprises prefer, they are able to 

run SD-WAN services from one provider alongside different VNFs from another. 

For the service provider, this model allows them to get SD-WAN services up and running very quickly, 

without the need to build a full-stack solution. There is also potential to make use of hardware-assisted 

machine and deep learning, which is hard to achieve for on-prem SDN controller deployments. There 

is one caveat, which is that the software requires baked-in robust security solutions and guarantees 

that it will work reliably out of the box. Until recently, such solutions were not readily available, and SPs 

were rightly concerned about their ability to meet their contractual obligations to the enterprise 

customer, as well as complying to regulator guidelines. This is beginning to change. 

SD-WAN as a Service is similar to but differs from existing “cloud CPE-based” SD-WAN (see previous 

report) on two fronts: its potential to enable multi-vendor set ups, and its cloud-native attributes. SD-

WAN as a Service is not just about delivering complete, single-vendor SD-WAN solutions from the 
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cloud – but also about enabling enterprises and SPs to build their own SD-WAN solution by piecing 

together disaggregated components from multiple vendors. It does mean, however, that vendors 

must shift away from proprietary protocols towards standard, open interfaces. 

In the short term, STL Partners believes that SD-WAN as a Service will gain most traction with SPs. A 

handful of vendors and service providers are already offering services under this model. For example, 

Telefónica has used Netcracker’s Business Cloud solution (which is technically an “NFV as a Service” 

offer, rather than purely SD-WAN) to launch SD-WAN services quickly, as an alternative to building and 

running their own solution. They claim fast revenue growth, with minimal overhead.2 

However, there is no reason why SD-WAN vendors and cloud providers should not also use SD-WAN 

as a Service as a means to target enterprises directly. Indeed, this is what happened in the early days 

of SD-WAN. Some are both targeting the service providers and offering these types of services direct 

to enterprises. Juniper Networks3 is one example, offering its Contrail SD-WAN solution in this manner 

– not necessarily on multi-vendor equipment, but certainly under an “as a Service” sales model. 

Despite this, enterprises continue to consume SD-WAN from SPs rather than vendors in many cases, 

which is only natural given that SPs also own the connectivity. Accordingly, this represents both a 

clear opportunity and threat for vendors and SPs alike. 

For enterprises, this trajectory is worth bearing in mind when making investments in SD-WAN 

platforms in the present, e.g. not to invest in an on-premise CPE-based platform or platforms that 

could close off the ‘SD-WAN as a Service’ option if such an option might help address operational 

challenges or fits in with the enterprise’s cloud strategy in the longer term.  

Pathway 3: SD-WAN as an enabling component of edge/IoT platforms 
For the past few years, many service providers have been trying to pivot away from pure connectivity-

focused managed services towards increasingly ‘platform-like’ solutions designed to support the 

Internet of Things. These platforms, which cover to varying degrees the hardware, applications and 

the software backend needed in an IoT setup, in addition to the connectivity layer, are now beginning 

to mature. Indeed, with the advent of edge computing, these platforms are due to become increasingly 

sophisticated. 

Part of this pivot originates in the telecoms industry’s increasing acceptance that connectivity in itself 

is no longer a driver of revenue growth. We are moving away from the need to simply help people 

communicate and share information, and increasingly towards the need to work together – coordinate. 

STL Partners has written about this trend at length in recent years. Our most recent articulation of this 

is in our vision for the next era of telecoms, which we label the Coordination Age4. This is, essentially, 

making use of networked compute as the driver to optimise and automate processes and services 

across all areas of society and the economy, while economising on scarce resources. 

                                                        

2 Telefonica Mexico Launches Differentiating SD-WAN, Netcracker 
3 Juniper Contrail SD-WAN as a Service, Juniper Networks 
4 Detailed at length in two STL Partners reports: The Coordination Age: A third age of telecoms and How the Coordination Age changes the 

game 

https://stlpartners.com/coordination-age-the-next-big-strategic-opportunity-for-telcos/
https://pages.netcracker.com/rs/937-BYM-547/images/TELEF%C3%93NICA%20MEXICO-Case%20Study%202019.pdf?aliId=eyJpIjoiYWlDRFVFVDBRbFRyVHZ6TSIsInQiOiIxaXd6UzlNZjlFKzY4ZXZtUWlqMVwvdz09In0%253D
https://www.juniper.net/us/en/products-services/sdn/contrail/contrail-sd-wan/
https://stlpartners.com/research/the-coordination-age-a-third-age-of-telecoms/
https://stlpartners.com/research/how-the-coordination-ages-changes-the-game/
https://stlpartners.com/research/how-the-coordination-ages-changes-the-game/
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Figure 2: Basic functions of telecoms service providers in the three telco eras 
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Source: STL Partners 

In a Coordination Age scenario, we may see a shift away from service providers selling connectivity 

services like SD-WAN as a product in their own right, toward greater integration with service providers’ 

platform solutions, which are geared heavily around helping enterprises achieve specific outcomes. 

SD-WAN would become, in essence, the secure connectivity component of a particular solution. This 

will represent a shift in sales model: SD-WAN is now an enabling technology for the broader platform, 

rather than a service that enterprises specify and pay for in its own right.  

For example, we expect to see service providers making use of redundant capacity on uCPE 

appliances to provide edge computing capabilities supporting industrial IoT or other automated 

enterprise processes relying on AI, machine learning, and so on. Alternatively, we may see SD-WAN-

type functions used to enable traffic routing optimisation and automated, elastic bandwidth scaling 

to meet the exacting throughput, latency and computing demands of a given IoT application. 

For enterprises, an outcome-driven IoT or edge computing platform offer from SPs may be attractive, 

particularly for those which lack the resources to piece together their own solutions of this kind from 

multiple vendors. Rather than committing to investment in (SD-WAN and other) functions that address 

only today’s challenges around application and network management, they will be able to make use 

of specific functions that are tightly aligned with the applications and modes of operations they need 

to meet their specific enterprise goals. Aligning WAN (and LAN / branch) management more closely 

to the new demands that will be placed on enterprise ICT could in fact represent a powerful 

competitive advantage and enable the enterprise to get up to speed with the new applications much 

more quickly. 

The issue is that this type of offer is a tough challenge for SPs and SD-WAN vendors alike to offer on 

their own and will require ecosystem partnerships and focus on specific verticals to get going. For this 

reason, we believe that it is the most long-term of the three evolutions we have identified. 
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Conclusion: What does this mean for 
enterprises and SPs? 
In this report, we have outlined three different, but compatible, pathways for SD-WAN evolution going 

forwards. 

It is difficult, at this stage, to know which way the industry will go. Enterprises are still figuring out their 

requirements, and vendors and service providers still debating the best model to adopt. 

In the medium-term, STL Partners believes we will see elements of all three options going to market 

– particularly options 1 and 2. Some degree of specialisation and vertical industry focus is inevitable, 

as no single platform will be able to deliver every piece in the jigsaw for every type of enterprise and 

every application-specific set of requirements. It remains to be seen, however, which will get most 

traction. 

In the short-term, the key for enterprises, and indeed service providers, is to select vendor partners 

whose platforms are sufficiently open, modular and comprehensive in their functionality and 

components that they will be able to adapt to enterprises’ increasingly varied, flexible and exacting 

networking and compute requirements going forward. Only by doing so will they secure the ability to 

stay ahead in future.
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