Canalys: Smartphone shipments set to grow
12% in 2021, despite supply pressure
Shanghai (China), Bengaluru (India), Singapore, Reading (UK) and Portland (US) – Monday, 14
June 2021

According to Canalys’ latest forecasts, the worldwide smartphone market will grow 12% in 2021,
with shipments reaching 1.4 billion units. This represents a strong recovery from 2020, when
shipments fell 7% due to major market constraints caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. As
vaccine roll-out continues around the world and the pandemic is subdued, component supply
will emerge as the new bottleneck for the smartphone industry.
“The smartphone industry’s resilience is quite incredible,” said Canalys Research Manager Ben
Stanton. “Smartphones are vital for keeping people connected and entertained, and they’re just as
important inside the home as outside. In some parts of the world, people have been unable to
spend money on holidays and days out in recent months, and many have spent their disposable
income on a new smartphone instead. There is strong momentum behind 5G handsets, which
accounted for 37% of global shipments in Q1, and are expected to account for 43% for the full year
(610 million units). This will be driven by intense price competition between vendors, with many
sacrificing other features, such as display or power, to accommodate 5G in the cheapest device
possible. By the end of the year, 32% of all 5G devices shipped will have cost less than US$300. It is
time for mass adoption.”
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Component supply bottlenecks, however, will limit the growth potential of smartphone shipments
this year. “Backorders are building,” said Stanton. “The industry is fighting for semiconductors, and
every brand will feel the pinch.” In recent months, vendors redirected some allocation to other
regions due to the COVID-19 outbreak in India, but this is not sustainable as the world returns to
normal. Vendors will first turn to regional prioritization, focusing the flow of units into lucrative
developed markets such as China, the US and Western Europe at the expense of Latin America and
Africa. But even in these better-served regions, they will still be constrained, and will then turn to
channel prioritization, pushing a greater allocation of units into fast-activation channels, such as
carriers, and fewer into distribution and the open market. This will have interesting side-effects
and may open doors for challenger brands to gain share in key open market channels if the
incumbents are unable to fulfil.
“The other angle to this is pricing,” said Canalys VP of Mobility Nicole Peng. “As key components,
such as chipsets and memory, increase in price, smartphone vendors must decide whether to
absorb that cost or pass it on to consumers.” But as there are major constraints around LTE
chipsets, this will cause challenges at the low end, where customers are particularly price
sensitive. Smartphone vendors must look at improving their operational efficiency while lowering
margin expectations in their low-end portfolios for the duration of the constraints, or risk
hemorrhaging market share to their competitors.
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The pandemic has caused permanent changes, which will shape the new normal for society, and
the smartphone market.
“Channels had to transform or die during the pandemic, and this forced innovation” added
Stanton. “Developed countries have seen an online surge, which has forced retailers to reassess
their offline footprints. As a result, many stores will close this year, and for those that stay open,
their purpose will be reimagined for customer support and order fulfilment, as customers
increasingly use multiple channels during the purchase process. Innovations driven by COVID-19,
such as unified stock and delivery to car, are helping shift retailers toward their consolidated
omnichannel vision. And centralized procurement will also give the channel more negotiating
power with smartphone brands and may cause some retailers to attempt to bypass distribution to
build new direct relationships. The new normal for the smartphone industry is as ruthless and
competitive as the old one.”
Worldwide smartphone forecasts and growth
Canalys Smartphone Forecasts: June 2021 release
Region

2020
shipments
(million)

2021
shipments
(million)

2022
shipments
(million)

Annual growth
2020-2021

Annual
growth 20212022

Asia Pacific

351

381

426

+8%

+12%

EMEA

314

355

370

+13%

+4%
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Greater China

341

394

400

+16%

+1%

Latin America

108

126

133

+18%

+5%

North America

151

159

157

+6%

-2%

1,265

1,416

1,484

+12%

+5%

Total

Note: percentages may not add up to 100% due to rounding
Source: Canalys forecasts (sell-in shipments), Smartphone Analysis, June 2021
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About Canalys
Canalys is an independent analyst company that strives to guide clients on the future of the
technology industry and to think beyond the business models of the past. We deliver smart
market insights to IT, channel and service provider professionals around the world. We stake our
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reputation on the quality of our data, our innovative use of technology and our high level of
customer service.

Receiving updates
To receive media alerts directly, or for more information about our events, services or custom
research and consulting capabilities, please contact us or email press@canalys.com.
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