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Embracing the Web with Your Own Communication Offering by Blending Web 2.0 and IMS Applications Together 

By Edmond Osstyn, strategic marketing, applications division, Alcatel-Lucent


1 The way people communicate is fundamentally changing

Ubiquitous broadband and access to advanced devices leads to a new communications experience built around “buddy lists” with extensive click-to capabilities.  You only need to observe how teens communicate using a PC to understand the first steps in this change.  This evolution is causing a major shift of calling minutes away from traditional services (STL predicts that by 2012, 50% of mobile calling minutes in Europe will come from such new services).   

Over-the-top players are already dominating this new style communications market in a personal computer environment. So far, most service providers have not considered these players as a prime threat. They have focused on the challenge from competitive asset owners, which they address through bundling strategies. Furthermore, advanced service providers are enriching these bundles with sophisticated, web-like services, becoming resellers for over-the-top players. 

But is reselling enough? Can service providers afford to stay on the outskirts of the new communications market? 

Value creation is moving away from call minutes and monthly fees. Increasingly, upsell revenue is generated from knowledge about the loyal customer base (profile data). Extrapolation from recent reports commissioned by Alcatel-Lucent illustrates this shift in value-added revenue generation. Figure 1: Dramatic shifts in upsell revenue generation are expected.
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The illustration shows that 85 percent of the revenue achievable on top of the bundle will be derived from the “new communication experience” defined above.  Current value-added reseller agreements with web players do not allow service providers to access customer profile information and thus this revenue. Service providers will need to embrace the web and compete against over-the-top players with their own communications offerings to gain access to these significant and high margin revenues. 

Can such a battle be won? Some early-mover service providers have already taken on a recognized web player and won control of the segment: the battle for “low-cost PC calling.” This is a market that is still dominated by over-the-top players in most countries. However, BT has effectively banned over-the-top PC calling players from their market by offering this aggressively priced service as a free add-on to their broadband bundle.

2 Embrace the web with your own IP communications offering

To win the battle against over-the-top players, service providers must establish their own IP-based service offerings and capture their own communities by embracing: 

· Value creation models typically used in the web ( such as offering a free calling and instant messaging service with buddy lists and presence and creating value indirectly from customer profile data 

· A highly flexible client approach that enables users to access a range of web and communications services from a highly personalized web experience

· Best practices for service creation methodologies to achieve web agility

· Openness in order to leverage existing web communities

· Presence of numerous niche application providers by exposing enablers to mash up communities

By implementing these tactics, traditional service providers can use their strengths in legacy and mobile technologies, IPTV and QoE, as well as carrier-grade and real-time assets, to help differentiate their offering and create the traction required to quickly roll out their own competitive IP communications offering.

2.1 Leverage existing Web 2.0 communities and expose enablers to mash up communities 

Over-the-top players have already built PC communities. With an open strategy, service providers can ensure rapid uptake and profits from their address books through tight interworking with those communities. To achieve this, service providers need a solution that supports openness to existing Web 2.0 communities, such as Google and ICQ providing a real differentiation from current closed communities. 

Many early communities are device centric.  Service providers can leverage their network based address books and presence servers to be amongst the first to address the need for user centric device agnostic services emerging in areas such as:

· Nomadicity where a service is available from any PC.

· Converged service delivery where a unified service experience is provided across fixed and mobile environments independent of the access network or the local service provider.

Social networking and personalized dynamic web sites have become part of the new communications experience.  Embedding your communication services into social networking and personalized web sites will give you access to a large communication user base.  This will require the delivery of your communications experience over a range of client devices complementing regular thick PC and mobile clients such as:

· Web widgets which allow you to plug in your communications services into any dynamic web site such as netvibes. (netvibes.com )

· Integration of basic communications functions, such as “click-to” or presence information in static web pages. In this way, static web pages for directory searches or advertising pages can be easily enhanced with presence sharing and click-to services.   

Finally, sharing is the key in a web environment. Services in a Web 2.0 context are delivered by a vast number of players, each delivering highly-distinct value propositions. A significant number of web players are relatively small players. They will be highly interested in cooperating with existing players who manage well-profiled end user communities.  

Service providers who own a significant captive base of communities will be in an ideal position to start exposing capabilities to a wider community of application providers. Using this approach, small application providers will have access to the well-profiled communities derived from the service provider community base and to the tools required to effectively manage such communities. The application providers can use these capabilities in the mash-ups they create, giving the service provider opportunities for additional revenues. 

2.2 Leverage existing telco assets

Telcos have a significant set of assets, which will assist them in their IP communications evolution providing a captive audience for their service offering and providing unique differentiation from over-the-top players such as:

· Fixed broadband assets: This includes a large, loyal customer base, connectivity to any legacy destinations from which direct connectivity revenue can often be derived, and captive communities (such as friends and family communities). 

· Mobile assets: This includes a large customer base, which is primarily still using narrowband services, but which is evolving toward broadband as well as personalized phone numbers, subsidized handsets and existing contact lists.

· IPTV: The TV set is a focal point for end user entertainment. And, it represents the only true mass-market device that touches people across all age brackets. 

Quality-of-Experience (QoE):  A growing number of users will give up their traditional communications service relying solely on new style communications.  This will fuel the interest in delivery of services with predictable quality.  

How can these existing telco assets be exploited to increase differentiation? Early movers are already starting to exploit one or several of these assets in the form of Trojan horses. At the same time, service providers can bundle their advanced offerings to a loyal customer base providing attractive “free offers.”  Consider these examples:

· Similar to BT in the wireline market, several mobile service providers use their captive mobile customer base and their existing phone numbers as the basis for an offer on the PC calling market. Their main differentiator from over-the-top players is the ability to offer the service triggered from the end-user’s existing mobile phone number. This addresses the reluctance of many customers to change phone numbers.

· T-Mobile US has revitalized its friends calling package through an intuitive calling interface with click to capabilities.

· Use of TV as a communications hub. As a first step, communications alerts are displayed on the TV. Introduction of dialing lists and missed call lists represents an easy next step. Over time, the TV will become a full-fledged communications device.

At the same time, “to/from any” connectivity remains a sustainable revenue source for service providers especially when a critical customer base is reached.  A growing number of service providers rely on a large base of free PC calling or social networking users to provide a critical mass to target with lucrative connectivity services.

· Service providers, such as Singtel and Telecom New Zealand, are extending free PC to PC video calling services to fixed and mobile videophones.

· Similarly, offering free communication services amongst social networking communities through use of a web widget or web plug-in gives you access to a large user base ready for the generation of significant connectivity services.

Service providers will also have a unique ability to integrate legacy services into the end user’s seamless experience.  To support this, service providers will rely on: 

· Application servers that support Session Initiation Protocol (SIP), web protocols and existing communications protocols based on CCS7 (SS7) for effective legacy interworking. 

· A web services interface allowing service providers to extend the range of services shared with mash up communities to also include legacy services such as SMS.

2.3 Differentiate through a standards-based, carrier-grade architecture and best-in-class Internet technologies

2.3.1 A carrier grade architecture

Contrary to Web 2.0, which has evolved from an “I will do my best” service context model, the service provider brand has always been synonymous with carrier-grade reliability and performance. And the assets they support have been proven to scale up easily.

A carrier-grade architecture remains key to user satisfaction and loyalty, especially as new-style communications become mainstream. True carrier-grade claims imply control of the assets end-to-end, a given for telcos.  Service providers are also ideally placed to set up IP interconnect agreements and provide service assurances on a transnational scale. 

Service providers also boast extensive experience efficiently delivering mass-market services. They understand that efficiency and optimized delivery cost are requirements for mass market services. 

2.3.2 With best-in-class Internet technologies

Web 2.0 players demonstrate unmatched agility in their ability to quickly launch new services and service enhancements. To compete effectively, service providers must be equally agile, making it critical that service providers integrate state-of-the-art IT, as used by web players, into their application offerings. These advanced IT tools, which have been developed to enable Web 2.0 developments, will give service providers: 

· Increased agility to secure their position in the community environment and launch services at the speed of current over-the-top players

The ability to easily develop their own mash-ups of communications with web functions into a unique end-user experience and deliver these services over a personalized web interface relying on web widgets.

The figure below provides a typical example of such state of the art application server designed to enable service providers to execute the outlined evolution program 

2.3.3 Delivered through a standards-based architecture
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Carrier-grade service delivery using highly agile IT tools by itself is not enough. It is critical that the solutions used are standards-based. This enables service providers to continuously evolve their service offering.  Furthermore it helps ensure that the solutions are attractively priced and it reduces costly customized development and integration cycles. Standards-based solutions also ease interworking with other service providers and web players. And they provide a clear differentiator compared to some of the proprietary solutions from over-the-top players. 

An IMS architecture as standardized by 3GPP, 3GPP2 and embraced ETSI under the name TISPAN, proposes an open architecture for communications services deployment that can easily integrate and leverage a Service Oriented Architecture (SOA)and Web 2.0 functionality providing a standards based framework for your service evolution.

3 Conclusion

Service providers must become active players in the new communications world. They must embrace the web and compete against over-the-top players with their own communications offerings. 

To win the battle against over-the-top players, service providers must establish their own IP-based service offerings and capture their own communities by embracing: 

· Value creation models typically used in the web ( such as offering a free basic instant messaging service with buddy lists and presence and creating value indirectly from customer profile data and other assets 

· A highly flexible client approach that enables users to access a range of web and communications services from a highly personalized web portal

· Best practices for service creation methodologies and web agility

· Openness in order to leverage existing web communities

Application providers by exposing enablers to these mashup communities

When implementing these tactics, traditional service providers can use their strengths in legacy and mobile technologies, IPTV and QoE, as well as carrier-grade and real-time assets, to help differentiate and quickly roll out their own competitive IP communications offering.

An IMS based asset transformation accompanying this business evolution will enable you to maintain the reliability and performance which are cornerstones of your brand while allowing you to leverage the flexibility of SOA and web 2.0 functionality.
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