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PP01 DVB-Windows, an open initiative to use the Analog Interactive Teletext toolbox in the Digital World

Dear Colleagues,

When I read about the Interactivity topic of this meeting, my first thought was that I would have little to contribute.

But thinking it over, I felt like I was missing something. 

PP02 I missed the specific role of Teletext. Therefore I decided to give a short presentation about the Teletext contribution to Interactivity.

It means that the focus of this presentation is not on individual Television programs and how to make money from them, my focus is on the tools, on the Interactive Teletext toolbox we have developed during the past 15 years.

A second focus is on the future of this Interactive toolbox and on the possible role it can still fulfill in a Digital environment. 

I will conclude by proposing a solution named DVB-Windows, which is an open standard for viewer interaction via DVB-set-top boxes. A standard based on Analog Teletext, a standard that does not require any middleware.

Of course this does not mean that I do not use a commercial perspective. In the end applying the tools should generate money, either by increasing viewing rates, by selling advertising space or by micro-payments. But since we are all professionals, we unlikely are developing Teletext applications that don’t have added value anyway.

PP03 In practice it means that optimizing the commercial potential should be more a matter of balancing a portfolio. Unfortunately, we are often wrongly forced to focus on the contribution of a single type of  “trendy” revenue stream. 

The main reason for this is that in Analog Teletext we have only 16 VBI lines, transmitting a maximum of 32 pages per second. The reality is that these 32 pages are far from enough to exploit the full potential or full portfolio of Interactive Teletext. The result is a monoculture, only the services with the highest profit contribution are exploited. All other services are ignored.

A related problem is a historical one; we are used to Teletext banner or Teletext page selling. More recently we got used to SMS-Chat based micro-payments. As long as we make good money from these sources, why would we change for something unknown, something potentially more risky?

With the Digital future coming closer, this might not be the right strategy. Diversification of our current Teletext based services might give us a more important position in the future market. The more services we can migrate, the more extensive our future role will be.

PP04 An important factor is that slowly but surely the impact of many of our Linear Teletext services is decreasing. The growth of Internet penetration is causing this. We should consider discontinuation of some of these services, especially those, which are targeting more specialized groups. This way at least some capacity can be freed up for Interactivity.    

PP05 As we will see later; in the Digital environment there are fewer limitations, there is a different balance. The result is a new information services portfolio, a portfolio that in the end might also influence the “rusty” balance of Analog Teletext exploitation. We can learn from Digital. Many of the new successful Digital applications can contribute to the Analog world.  

But first there is our toolbox, a whole range of existing Interactive Teletext applications, which have been developed since 1986.

These applications can be divided into three categories:

PP06 -1- Keypad or Keyboard driven applications

-2- Voice or Conversation driven applications

-3- Television Commercial or Television Program driven applications

I will try to give you an overview on the three categories.

The first category is one of Keypad or Keyboard driven applications; most of you will know this category under the description Interactive Teletext Services. 

PP07 Its currently most popular application is to display SMS Text messages on Teletext pages. But there are many more applications, not all of them being that well known.

PP08 It all began in 1986 when VNU Publishers in The Netherlands started their Ditzitel project. It was the Teletext answer to the successful Videotex, Prestel and Minitel developments. The users obtained access to information services by phone and instead of a Videotex-, Prestel- or Minitel-terminal, the Television-set was used to display the information. 

PP09 Teletext transformed the Television-set into an Interactive terminal and because the pages did not have to be repeated; 800 simultaneous users per Television channel could be supported.

Meanwhile Videotex, Prestel and Minitel have completely disappeared and have been replaced by Internet. The interesting thing is that this has not happened for quite a number of telephone driven Teletext applications.

The main reason is that the Teletext penetration still doubles the Internet penetration, whereas Minitel, Prestel or Videotex never came close to this.

Of course Internet has had its impact on “portal” type Teletext services, but also today many useful services can be accessed via Keypad driven Teletext.

PP10 To give some examples: in The Netherlands, the complete public transport timetables are accessible via Interactive Teletext. This service is provided in combination with the regional Television broadcasters. It is a good example of a wide audience Interactive Teletext application.   

PP11 Another example, a more business oriented application, is an application for Tempo Team, one of the largest temporary employment agencies in The Netherlands. They use a service named Teleplanner to match the availability of work and people. People that are registered with the agency look for work and send in their time availability via Teletext.

Also in this case, the over 90% penetration level of Teletext is the key factor. Tempo Team cannot expect all their temp workers to have Internet access at home; they can however expect them to have Teletext. 

PP12 The last application to be mentioned in this category is TV-Mail, it is a system to send and receive E-mail via Interactive Teletext. It offers viewers the possibility to quickly check their E-mail on their Television-set instead of on their computer.

PP13 The examples shown here are just a few out of an extensive range. It means that the first conclusion must be that Interactive Teletext, although limited, is not outdated. Keypad driven Teletext applications are still a very useful option for offering wide audience information services.

PP14 The second category, the category of Voice or Conversation driven applications is relatively unknown, some of you will know these applications under the description Dynamic Teletext Services.

What is different from the first category is the usage of the phone. Whereas in the first category the phone is used as a Keypad, in the second category the phone is used to talk with somebody. It means that the information, shown via Teletext, is controlled by other people and not by the users themselves.

Teletext is used here as a kind of overhead projector. During a conversation, slides are shown to illustrate the topic explained by phone. This approach can be used for customer support, helpdesks and distant learning.

PP15 The most advanced examples have been realized in The Netherlands and in Germany. Both the Centraal Beheer and the Hannoversche Leben direct writing insurance companies have used “Teleadvice” in order to explain more complicated insurance products to their customers.

PP16 Although these projects were very successful from a customer satisfaction and closure-rate point of view, they were discontinued. The cost per contact turned out to be too high.

The first reason for this is that Television advertising on a national channel generated response levels that could not be handled by the call centers. 

The second reason is that print media advertising was not able to send enough potential customers to Teletext. The customers had to go through the Television program, which proved to be a very effective filter. The customers never arrived. 

PP17 But with the Television landscape changing, the past reasons for discontinuation might no longer be valid. Direct marketing Television channels have meanwhile appeared, also the handling capacity of call centers has increased.

PP18 It means that there likely will be a revival of “Teleadvice”. There are many products or services that are too complicated to sell without personal assistance. 

The revival partially will happen through “call me” buttons on Internet websites, but Teletext might still play an important role here. Teletext is a very good “overhead” projector, especially in combination with talking by mobile phone.

PP19 The third category, the category of Television Commercial or Television Program driven applications is relatively young, first in the last couple of years much work has been done in this area.

PP20 It started with advertising Teletext page numbers in Television commercials or at the end of Television programs. This way direct response traffic was generated.

PP21 By now this has evolved into iTEXT and iCRAWL, advertising tools asking the viewers to go to page 100 by pressing the Teletext button on their remote control. People are sent to Teletext in order to access or prolong the duration of the Television commercial.

PP22 An alternative approach is TV-Windows. Instead of sending viewers away incidentally, a systematic “Red Button” approach is followed. 

PP23 On the page 100 a scrolling Text-Window is embedded. This Window follows the content of the current Television Broadcast.  

PP24 By pushing the “Red Button” on the remote control, the viewer can at any time decide to overlay split-screen background information on top of the Television program or Television commercial. This actually is very close to what is happening in Digital Television environments.

Unfortunately Teletext does not allow to skip page 100. It means that the viewers have to select Teletext first before they can push their “Red Button”. 

PP25 As such, this does not have to be so much of a problem; people are very familiar with the Teletext function on their remote control. There is no need to further explain this first step. The “Red Button” can therefore be marketed as an extra function within Teletext: “Go to Teletext and press the “Red Button” should be the slogan”. 

PP26 By learning to use this extra “Red Button”, the Analog Television viewer will get access to a New World of Interactive Television. At the same time the functionality of the fully accepted and heavily used classical Teletext remains untouched.       

But what about the speed of the “Red Button”? How long does it take to access background information? Fortunately TV-Windows follows a completely different timing process compared with traditional Teletext.

PP27 The result is that viewers can switch between full- and split-screen Teletext within a few seconds. TV-Windows is five times faster than classical Teletext.

PP28 Split-screen Teletext offers a lot of other functions, functions that go further than prolonging the duration of commercials. Split-screen Teletext can also be used to generate selectable ticker tapes in various languages, it can be used to display, program related, SMS viewer response messages and it can be used for adding an Interactive layer to Television programs.

PP29 Quiz, voting and betting facilities can be exploited this way. The individual answers are stored in the Teletext decoder and at the end of a program, the viewer can be asked to send a single answer to the Broadcaster.

PP30 Of course there is no technical return path available. But there are many ways to receive feedback from viewers. The viewer can send SMS, can phone, can go to the Broadcaster’s website or can send a postcard. In a lot of cases there is even no feedback needed. 

PP31 Viewers can play along with “Who wants to be a millionaire” and see their individual scores without any feedback. 

PP32 This does not mean that the Broadcaster does not make money from this. Viewer loyalty and related viewing rates are still almost everywhere the main source of income. 

Of course are micro-payments a nice additional revenue stream, but even without them the “Red Button” can financially contribute to the success of a channel.

PP33 Next to TV-Windows there is another, Teletext technology based, Interactive Television approach available. It is the Interactive platform developed by a company named Visual Communication Design (VCD) in Germany.

Whereas TV-Windows was developed from a point of view of information services, it enhances the entire Broadcast with an Interactive information layer on a channel level.

TV-Windows does not generate program specific solutions or graphical formats. It uses Text-Windows to display information. The VCD solution, originating from Television content production, follows a more advanced approach here.

VCD offers a complete scripting platform to enhance all kind of individual programs with Interactivity. It integrates a Teletext based graphical layer with the Television program content. The graphical design of the program and the added layer are no longer independent of each other. 

Doing so VCD simulates an Interactive set-top box environment, it is therefore very similar to Digital middleware solutions. 

VCD is, by the way, able to support both environments. It can simultaneously broadcast an Interactive show through DVB-MHP equipped set-top boxes and Teletext equipped Analog Television.

PP34 What can be concluded from the overview is that Analog Teletext offers a full range of Interactive services, a range that actually does not differ that much from the services offered by most Digital middleware platforms.

Of course there are no downloadable games, of course there are no photos or advanced graphics. 

PP35 Still there is a lot that can be immediately offered on a large scale to viewers, something that, with exception of the UK and maybe Finland, cannot be said for most of the current Digital platforms.

What is the future of this Teletext toolbox? One could suppose that there will be a continuous migration to set-top box middleware solutions and Digital Text, meaning that the Analog toolbox will slowly or rapidly become obsolete.

PP36 I personally think that it would be a pity to so easily throw all developments away, even in the UK 50% of the viewers are still Analog viewers. Learning from Digital how to improve Analog Teletext could be a better option for the time being.  

PP37 The question is also whether in Digital the current, expensive and complicated, middleware solutions are the only option, if there is no more gradual, simpler, alternative available. 

The answer to this question is yes, there is an alternative available, actually an interesting alternative.

PP38 In times where digital progress is stagnating by middleware selection and MHP release discussions, in times where consumers in Germany are buying “Zapper-boxes” without any intelligence, the Analog Teletext toolbox could provide basic level Interactivity also for Digital environments. 

The advantage of Digital is that the capacity limitations that handicap the development of the Analog Teletext portfolio can be easily removed.

PP39 In DVB one can transmit multiple Teletext streams, it means that for example both a classical Teletext as well as an Interactive Services based Teletext can be broadcast at the same time. 

PP40 The way this works is as follows. On the set-top box, a menu can be made available to the viewers. The viewers can via this menu select the Teletext stream they want to see. It is similar to language- or subtitle selection.

The idea behind it is to change the rule of a Television program having a single fixed Teletext stream linked to it. The DVB-Windows initiative tries to give the viewer the freedom to select any Teletext stream from a number of multiplexed channels. 

PP41 From a technical point of view it is only a small change in the set-top box software. For the Interactivity learning curve however it likely could be an important step forward, especially if one realizes that the current “Zapper box” buyers, unnecessarily, will face Analog Teletext limitations for years. Without offering extra facilities to them, their migration to Digital only means that they now need two remote controls instead of one.

PP42 My next step is to try to obtain support for the initiative from various sides; so far a number of DVB-T operators and a number of set-top box manufacturers have shown their interest in DVB-Windows. Also meanwhile the EICTA has been asked to review the initiative in respect to their standardization process of  “Zapper-Boxes”. 

PP43 But finally the most important group I would like to obtain support from, are the people involved in Teletext. I am therefore curious to hear your opinion about the initiative. 

PP44 Thank you for your attention.
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