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The buzzword convergence has been circling around for a long time in various media already. In the television industry it occurred when talking about color TV: Its three primary colored pictures need to precisely overlap (converge) to make one multicolored picture. Nowadays “convergence” is mostly used to describe the coming together and integration of two or more technologies: e.g. digital television, computers and telecommunications being combined in a single system.

We’ll take a close look at two terms in this field of convergence: WebTV and Interactive Digital TV. Differing definitions of each of both technologies exist, which I’ll outline as far as the scope of this short essay allows me to do.

WebTV
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WebTV is an HTML based interactive television standard in the United States, promoted by the Advanced Television Enhancement Forum (ATVEF). It is basically an analogue service transmitting data in the same part of the TV signal as teletext. This data usually points to a URL; the set top box then dials the Internet and connects to this URL. Already in 1996 the company WebTV hit the market with the “WebTV Internet Terminal” (later: Microsoft WebTV classic), which was nothing more than a mini computer for browsing web pages on a regular TV.

As easy and cheap the WebTV solution might be to surf the web (all you need is a phone line and a color TV), as many problems and limitations occur. Due to the nature of standard TVs, the quality and resolution of the WebTVs’ browser display is relatively poor: color bleeding, blur, too small font sizes and unreadable colors, flickering, limited viewing area (~400px vertical resolution with NTSC), just to give a few examples. Combined with the rather basic hardware (minimum CPU and memory) there’s not too much of a great web browsing experience unless you access non-WebTV-optimized pages (which the vast majority of www pages is). In fact, many people seem to buy WebTV boxes just to do email.

There are a few different devices available, e.g. MSN TV (formerly ”WebTV”) and AOLTV. In addition, the more advanced versions offer enhanced TV features like TV listings, picture in picture, basic ”interactive TV” functionality and other related technologies.

But still, all of the WebTV boxes (or TV built-ins) are based on analog television receivers and the actual enhanced content needs to be received via modem dial-up. This sort of triggering is also used in some digital systems, including OnDigital in the UK. This standard has some strong backers but seems to be slipping. WebTV itself can only be the very beginning of ”convergence”. But there are other approaches worth to take a look at.

Interactive Digital TV (iDTV)

During the past months common standards have been created in this field. The MHP (Multimedia Home Platform) has been defined by Europe’s DVB project (Digital Video Broadcasting) and is the digital television standard for Europe, Asia, Australia and Latin America. It also serves as a basis for the Open Cable Application Platform (OCAP) digital television standard in the United States currently under development at CableLabs, for which Liberate is a lead author.

The upcoming interactive digital TVs and set top boxes based on these standards will be integrated devices offering: 

· Enhanced TV (interactive content provided in synchronism with specific television programs),

· Interactive Program Guides (IPG),

· Personal Video Recorders (PVR) and

· Walled Gardens (content portal especially designed for iDTVs).

Also, however not necessarily, web-browsing functionality can be included in iDTV receivers. But let’s first have a look at some of the interactive digital TV features mentioned above:

The term Interactive Program Guide suggests an Electronic Program Guide with more advanced features such as program searching by genre or title. Based on your viewing behaviors the Interactive Program Guide can also be a learning system, offering you personalized movie tips.

After picking a movie, just press one more button on your interactive digital TV remote to start VCR recording, for example with the built in Personal Video Recorder. Those devices allow TV viewers to time shift, pause and fast forward (until real time) using hard-drive video storage to save digital video data.
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The term Walled Gardens means content that is designed specifically to be available to some subset of users, and not generally available on the World Wide Web. Therefore it can consider the design specialties of TV screens. Walled Gardens can also be interfaces for so called T-Commerce applications (television commerce, shopping via TV). That’s maybe the dream of every marketing guy: You will be able to view an interactive Ad and order the product directly with your television.

Evolution

What we see in the digital TV market is pretty much an evolution of integration. The first and rather simple devices like WebTV Internet Terminal tried to converge different technologies in a way which was basically transferring the output of one medium (the world wide web) to another (the TV screen). 

Over the time cheaper and more advanced digital video processing hard- and software has become available making it possible to create devices with a tighter and more intelligent combination of different types of media. Another huge hurdle in the development of interactive digital television was the lack of common standards that made both, consumers and content creators hesitate to buy, use and produce for iDTV devices. This situation seems to change as standards like DVB and DVB-MHP do exist nowadays. 

Also politically an evolution is on its way, symbolized by milestones like the “marriage of convergence”: the AOL-Time Warner deal or Microsoft TV’s recent agreement with Carter to deploy 1 Mio. next-generation TV platforms. And even the U.S. DASE standard is at least in parts very similar to MHP, which should make it easier than expected to develop interactive content for a global audience.

But while we are waiting till the final, cheap and usable products hit the shelves, an amazing number of people have already been starting the interactive revolution: the so-called Telewebbers. According to Dataquest the number of individuals who simultaneously watch TV and surf the Web (=Telewebbers) should have reached 52 Mio. in the United States: convergence do-it-yourself.

But what is real Interactivity?

Accessing additional interactive content while watching digital television, choosing from different camera angles, ordering a pizza and seeing it on your iDTV might be nice and useful, but is that supposed to be real convergence?

The point, where iDTV takes a big step away from being just an advanced broadcast medium is when real one-to-one interaction begins. What happens if you can also use your iDTV for two-way instant messaging or chat?

Besides video on demand and human-to-TV interactive shows, people could re-experience a continued community of interactive human-to-human communications between iDTV users while watching scheduled television. Almost like in the good old “non-interactive TV” days we can talk about TV again…

Interactive, isn’t it?
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