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Extended abstract

Research question: To assess whether mobile television is going to be the next “killer application” for mobile handsets. 
Methodology: To examine the various technologies available; to assess progress with implementation of those technologies; to examine spectrum availability issues; to examine content issues; to examine marketing/pricing issues; to draw conclusions. 

Content: There is a constant search for “killer applications” in relation to mobile handsets. This is unsurprising since so far handsets have been used almost entirely for voice telephony and text messaging even though they are capable of operating at speeds of up to 3.5 Mbps when armed with HSDPA. Cameras, for example, were once a major innovation and are now very sophisticated, but almost all photos are simply stored rather than sent as MMS. 
As ever, there are great expectations for the latest prospective “killer application” to hit the streets, namely mobile television – mobile in the sense of data transmission to, and sometimes from, mobile handsets. And as ever where technology is concerned, a number of competitors have duly appeared. These reflect the usual issues, of which the most important is the desire to try to establish a global standard that will effectively knock-out competitors. However, as usual, while the developed countries (particularly in Europe) are fairly happy to band together in this respect – although without the Commission acting as enforcer there is no single choice – the USA has its own axe to grind in the shape of Qualcomm technology and the Chinese, Japanese and Koreans are all intent upon pushing their proprietary solutions.

But this is not the end of it because there is no common view on which spectrum should be used nor indeed whether transmission should be via terrestrial or satellite or both. And anyway, much of the potential spectrum is being used for the foreseeable future by other technologies and must first be cleared. Hence there are lots of the usual licensing issues to be addressed.

Stated baldly in this way, mobile TV looks like a (multiple) solution without the means to be put into effect. But things are never that easy. At the end of the day, mobile TV is meant to make money for operators, yet without suitable content these can achieve nothing. But whatever money is available will need to be divided up between content and carriage and surprisingly enough there is some disagreement about how this is to be done. Meanwhile, the general public who are supposed to pay large sums for the pleasure of watching images on a tiny screen are not too sure what they want to watch and when, and more particularly whether they are willing to pay for it and how much.

In summary therefore, there are many complicated issues to be addressed before we all spend our lunch breaks staring at our handsets – assuming we do not do so anyway as so many of the younger age groups seem to do - which is why, perhaps, mobile TV does have a future.

This paper addresses all of the above issues in detail before drawing conclusions as to whether mobile TV is a “killer application” in waiting. For now, the conclusions must be somewhat ambivalent, but with tried and tested technologies by the year-end and operator-content provider relationships being put in place, regulators are coming under increasing pressure to resolve outstanding issues to do with spectrum etc.    
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