
AmigoTV: A Social TV Experience
Through Triple-Play Convergence 

T E C H N O L O G Y  W H I T E  P A P E R

With AmigoTV, operators can provide their IPTV
subscribers with a compelling community TV
application. While watching TV, the consumer
can share opinions and feelings with friends 
via an interactive broadband link. The three
main features of AmigoTV are presence, 
voice communications, and rich multimedia
messaging on TV. This makes AmigoTV a
unique example of triple play, as content
delivery, voice, and interactivity are combined
to create a user experience that exploits the full
power of the network operator. The content
delivery platform is enriched to become a 
tele-community and communications platform.
AmigoTV adds new revenue streams to
broadband entertainment and also brings
mobile revenue models towards the fixed
network. The community portal is the ideal
starting point for launching other community-
based applications such as videoconferencing
and TV gaming. AmigoTV exemplifies user-
centric broadband. It runs smoothly on the
Alcatel Open Media Platform on top of Alcatel’s
broadband access technologies. Small back-end
extensions make implementation on other IPTV
platforms possible.
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It is clear that television is currently undergoing a complete

revolution. Analog TV is giving way to digital TV, providing
better quality and many more channels. At the same time, an
evolution towards interactive television is taking place (see
Figure 1). 

Interactive TV enables the end user to interact with the
broadcaster via voice (POTS), SMS, or dial-up links.
Applications such as quizzes, voting, and red button
applications (select a viewing angle, obtain more information)
become a distinct possibility. However, these applications
cannot be personalized, and the results
of quizzes, for example, can only be
given for the complete TV audience,
not for a specific community of
friends or family. In addition, these
iTV applications are mainly driven by
the media industry. The branding
belongs to the broadcasters, as does
most of the income. The network
operators are limited to providing the
narrowband interactive link.

With AmigoTV, the network
operator can leapfrog this evolution
by providing interaction between the
TV viewers on all TV channels using
an interactive broadband link. The
community of viewers can chat about
what they are watching, their TV
channel presence is shown on their
friends’ TV screens by means of an
avatar (graphical presentation of the
person, his/her personality and
mood), and they can send multimedia
messages to their friends’ screens in
overlay. 

In this scenario, revenues go in the
first instance to the network operator,
who also becomes the brand leader.
The network operator can also
provide broadcasters with the
enabling AmigoTV technology to
devise new TV formats or to enhance
the interactive TV formats with
complementary features, community
quizzes for example. The converse
could also happen when AmigoTV
avatars are animated in correlation
with the real-time results of (mass or
community) distance voting.

AmigoTV runs on Alcatel’s
broadband access technologies such
as xDSL and fiber. Furthermore, it
relies on the IPTV platform (Alcatel
Open Media Suite) for broadcast
content delivery, user management,
AAA, and security features and is

offered as an (Alcatel Open Media) application. 
The AmigoTV specific network infrastructure includes: a

cost-efficient, scalable residential audio conference solution, a
Web server for the AmigoTV multimedia content delivery, an
application server for the AmigoTV server side application
components, and messaging middleware for the rich presence
and multimedia messaging. 

On the client side, the solution includes a JVM STB client
and, optionally, a PC client for setting up users and avatars,
the management of list of friends (also called buddy list), and
other configuration goals.
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To make the television experience like going to a football

stadium together, three components are essential - and indeed
fundamental to many such applications. They are
personal(ized) content (the fans’ team game), community
support (friends meet up and go to the match together), and
rich verbal and non-verbal communication (commenting on the
game, supporting the team, disparaging the referee’s decision).
Mapping this to the telecommunications world, compelling
broadband experiences can be offered by combining these
three components. Personal content is broadened in meaning
to (animated) photos, home movies, but also preferred content
such as the broadcast of a soccer game or a ‘personal’ music
collection. Community support refers to all enabling features
needed for social networking such as a buddy list, rich
presence, ‘invite-a-friend’ function,
calendar, etc. Rich communication
encompasses all forms of
communication that people use in
their daily lives: voice, text, video,
gestures, emotional expression, etc. 

AmigoTV brings these components
together by offering the possibility of a
real-time communication session
content with friends around a TV
broadcast. As speech is, in most cases,
the most natural way of
communicating, AmigoTV users are
offered voice conferencing (over IP) as
the primary means of interaction with
their buddies (see Figure 2). This way,
they can immediately react together to
what is happening on screen. 

The personally selected or crafted
avatars shown in overlay on the TV
screen represent the viewer and
his/her friends. Buddies can express

themselves by adapting the emotion of their avatar (smiling,
sad, etc.) (see figure 3). 

Another way to communicate is to select and transmit rich
media emoticons to the buddies’ screens. These emoticons are
audio and/or visual; they can be personalized (see Figure 4), and
even adapted to the broadcast content. 

All graphics are shown in overlay on the TV screens of the
active AmigoTV communities. This guarantees the immersion of
the viewer into the content. The user navigates with a traditional
remote control in interactive TV style (using the four color
buttons (Europe) or the arrow keys (US)). 

A user needs only very limited infrastructure to run AmigoTV: a
set-top box, a broadband link, a remote control, and a
microphone. The AmigoTV voice communication can be delivered
to the TV speakers or through a separate headset (see figure 5).
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A Flemish Business School discovery-based market research

study showed that the main AmigoTV subscribers would be: 

• Young people of 12-25 years old (the MTV-youth), 
• Families with grown-up children,
• People belonging to affinity groups such as sports clubs.

Furthermore, 20 focus groups worldwide (Dallas,
Philadelphia, London, and Milan) were conducted with
categories: 18-24 year olds, 25-39 year olds, and parents of 35-
49 years. They perceived AmigoTV as a teen/tween activity,
very useful with remote family and friends for sporting events
and popular shows. 

Users in a small-scale Belgian test group said using
AmigoTV was very amusing: “It created a wow effect to talk
through television and hear your friends’ voices come out of
the speakers.” Quality requirements on audio and graphics
were perceived very high, as the background TV content was
there for comparison. This shows that QoS is important.
Operators therefore are best positioned to deliver AmigoTV-
like services. 
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It is to be expected that the target users will pay a monthly

subscription for the basic AmigoTV services: voice
communication, avatar and emoticon starting packs, and
community support. Additionally, feature-based billing for
extras such as voice masking is foreseen. 

Significantly, mobile revenue models can be brought to
AmigoTV by enabling people to buy extra avatars and
emoticons the way they do today for logos and ring tones. In
this way, AmigoTV users can personalize their application and
show it off to their friends. By charging a few cents for these
personalized representations, operators will be assured of
steady revenue streams from AmigoTV. 

The architecture (see figure 6) foresees an open link to
third parties, by which broadcasters and other content

providers can also offer their viewers channel and/or content-
related avatars and emoticons. When youngsters are watching
a Real Madrid soccer game, it is to be expected that they all
would like to have David Beckham as their personal
representation, when, for example, the broadcaster has
uploaded his avatar. Another example is the pleasure of
pushing a fluffy cake emoticon onto the screen during a
discussion on who to vote off the island in this week’s episode
of “Survivor.” A revenue split between operator and
broadcaster will then occur.

Broadcasters can thus use AmigoTV to keep their viewers
watching the TV programs longer by providing community
support with the associated higher advertisement revenues.
AmigoTV is extremely well suited to existing programs such
as game shows, reality programs, children programs, and
sports coverage. An analysis of the Flemish broadcast
programming shows that this is about 65% of the content.
However, new formats are expected to arise and take full
opportunity of the AmigoTV added value, such as interactive,
nation-wide family quizzes with community support.

Revenue could also be generated by charging on a per-use
basis (pay for communication, number of avatars used,
number of emoticons sent, etc.) or via advertisements: a beer
bottle emoticon rolling across the screen during a football
game. This could be effective when ad-skipping techniques
make sequential advertisement insertion less interesting.
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For the AmigoTV application to work smoothly, figure 6

shows what functionalities should be present. First there is
the broadcast TV content delivery, which is handled by the
IPTV platform and which will not be discussed further.

The core of the AmigoTV application is build up of the
following components:

• messaging middleware, used for Instant Messaging (IM),
i.e., sending avatars, as well as for distribution of the
presence status of all users (which user is looking at

which channel, which user has
changed emoticon status, etc.). This
layer also includes a session
management component, which sets
up the ad-hoc online communities in
which people can interact and update
their presence status.
• a Web server on which avatars and

emoticons (static content) are
stored and made available to the
clients.

• an RTP reflector used for audio-
conferencing (and which can also be
used for video chat) ( figure 7).

For non application-specific services
such as profiling, administration, and
AAA, the existing features of the IPTV
platform in place are used (see below).
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Presence information is essential to
know which buddies are available to
participate in an AmigoTV session,
which can be related or unrelated to
a specific TV channel. A natural
solution for exchanging messages and
emotions with friends is provided by
Instant Messaging (IM). AmigoTV
includes its own IM services, which it
uses to enable chatting among the
buddies in a session, inviting new
friends, and joining a session. 

The XMPP (Extensible Messaging
and Presence Protocol )[1] protocol
was chosen (figure 7) as the
AmigoTV middleware layer for
session management, presence, and
Instant Messaging. This was the
natural choice – on the one hand
because it is based on XML, which
makes it easy to integrate and
extend, and on the other hand
because of the existing rich XMPP
features: 

• Session mode IM: in session-mode
messaging [2], messages belong to
a session. Since the core aim of
AmigoTV is to create and
maintain sessions with people and
exchange information in these
sessions, session-mode IM is the
natural solution for AmigoTV.

• Built-in extension group chat or
Multi-User-Chat (a draft standard
in the JEP-process that defines a
robust way to execute text-based
conferencing).

• Presence in XMPP is handled
mostly at the server. The roster (or buddy list) is a
standard, available XMPP extension. The buddy list is kept
at the server but can be updated by the client.

Another choice for the messaging middleware protocol could
have been SIMPLE (SIP for Instant Messaging and Presence
Leveraging Extensions) [3]. However, the IETF session-mode
SIMPLE drafts are not yet stable, a group chat extension is not
present, and buddy lists are fully managed by the client. 
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For a high-quality experience, the buddies’ voices need to be

distinct from the TV broadcast audio. Voice quality should be
at a maximum so as to allow the expression of emotions. At a
technical level, AmigoTV is required to run on a low-cost set-
top box connected to a DSL line (with limited upstream

bandwidth). The set-top boxes are typically engaged in audio
conference sessions of many small groups (thousands of
groups with < 10 participants) composed of a very dynamic set
of participants. 

To meet these challenges, AmigoTV uses an RTP reflector.
This server reflects the sent audio streams to all the peers in
the session, after which these streams are mixed locally in the
client. Mixing of the audio streams is preferably carried out in
the client hardware at play-out of the voice chat. This
approach overcomes the bottlenecks associated with
traditional audio-conferencing (server CPU overload). It is also
an improvement on the distributed audio-conferencing model (
no uplink bandwidth overload) (see figure 8). 

SIP (Session Initiation protocol) is used to set up audio
sessions with a reflector. That means, to keep the clients as
simple as possible, complexity is added mainly to the AmigoTV
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server, which performs the SIP session set-up. All the client
information needed by the AmigoTV server to set up the
audio-conference session on behalf of the involved clients is
delivered over the XMPP middleware (figure 9).

The AmigoTV client receives N-1 audio streams from the
reflector and mixes these streams in the hardware. Current
development activities are based on a set-top box using JVM

(Java Virtual Machine) with J2ME (Java 2 Micro Edition)
environment. Preferably, mixing of Real-Time Transport Protocol
(RTP) streams is steered using JMF (Java Media Framework). 

The two audio streams (Broadcast audio and voice) are
clearly separated (figure 9). The voice communication is mixed
in the set-top box’s hardware and then sent to a headset,
preferably a wireless one (USB/Bluetooth). It could, however,

be played out through the television
set, too, if the user prefers.

(������������	�
��	�����
AmigoTV users might want to talk to

their friends using a classical phone, or
any VoIP client. The ability to exchange
multimedia or text messages with other
IM clients will also be a differentiator.
Because Alcatel’s AmigoTV uses
technology and protocols that are
defined in open standards, its
architecture can easily be extended
with gateways towards other IM clients.
This opens up the application to PC-
users. By adding a SIP interface to a
Softswitch such as the Alcatel 5020,
communication with other VoIP client
is assured (figure 10).

0*1�
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AmigoTV can build on the Alcatel

OMP IPTV platform for its non
application-specific services. These
include authentication, billing,
payment, configuration, provisioning,
and management. These functions are
accessed through the standardized
OMP platform APIs at the client and
network side. The AmigoTV
application comes with templates for
self-subscription and configuration. 

Configuration tasks include adding
family members and configuring
avatars and emoticons. These tasks
can be accessed on TV by means of a
walled garden browser, or they can be
updated via the Internet. New avatars
and emoticons can be purchased
within the walled garden. However, the
platform also allows close integration
with other service platforms found in
the Alcatel portfolio. This enables close
integration with, for example, the
mobile world, allowing avatars and
emoticons to be purchased through the
mobile handset, providing
authentication and payment (e.g., SMS
“QUEEN” to 3030 for purchasing the
Queen avatar).
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The key AmigoTV community-building feature is the buddy

mosaic, a community portal that shows which members of the
community are using AmigoTV and watching which TV
channels (see Figure 11). 

People can use this mosaic to invite or join their friends in
a chat session and to discover what content they will
probably like if their friends are watching it. In this way, the
buddy mosaic is used as a community recommendation tool.
It will certainly come in handy when hundreds of channels
are available and one would otherwise have to wade through
them.

This community portal is the perfect starting point for
people to launch other operator-provided applications with
their friends. They can easily see who is playing a game and
can directly decide to join them. Consumers can also check
which of their buddies has a webcam and can then very
naturally start video-conferencing. Avatars are at first
replaced by a still picture or a webcam feed, after which
people can decide to go for full screen or split screen video-
conferencing with their friends. In this way, the video-
conference setup, which is usually perceived as intrusive, is
bypassed.

Internet applications like messengers on a PC have
already showed that providing community building tools
around broadband entertainment on TV will be crucial.
Gaming platform providers are offering this already and are
gradually extending their offering to TV. Operators will have
to react quickly if they do not want to be relegated to a bit
pipe role.

Up to this point, this White Paper has focused on the use
of AmigoTV in association with broadcast content. However,
the AmigoTV technology is also applicable to other types of
content, including personal content. For example, the
Personal Broadcaster product concept, currently under

development at Alcatel R&I, allows a family, on their return
from vacation, to easily share their vacation movies on TV
with their grandmother living 200 miles away, with live
commentary through AmigoTV.

Where professional content is involved, a whole new set
of applications is just around the corner with the AmigoTV-
enabling technology: group e-learning via TV (T-learning),
video helpdesks and e-wellness support (TV communication
for the elderly).

The tele-community will also go mobile, and members of
such a tele-community could be alerted by their friends
through SMS or other mobile messaging mechanisms if and
when something happens that may interest them while they
are not in front of their TV.

���	���
���
AmigoTV is a unique example of user-centric broadband,

enabling users to share opinions and emotions while using
the unique triple-play convergence opportunity from
telecommunications operators: presence, communication,
and content delivery. It promises new revenues that can
compensate for the declining broadband connection ARPUs
and brings mobile revenue models to the fixed
entertainment world. Furthermore, it is the perfect tool for
community building not only around the TV but also
through the use of standards and open technology for the
whole broadband entertainment offering on PC. The
operator’s content delivery platform naturally becomes a
community and communication platform, which opens the
way to other broadband interactive TV applications. In
combination with the Alcatel Personal Broadcaster product
concept for sharing personal content via TV, AmigoTV will
further enhance opportunities. 

Of course, AmigoTV could also be used to chat with
friends and family who have a TV receiver on their mobile
handset. Alcatel is currently working on the mobile content
delivery aspect, and adding interactivity between mobile
and fixed viewers is a logical next step, which will enrich
the network operators’ fixed/mobile conversion offering.

Another important evolution will be the use of AmigoTV
technology for participative TV formats, leveraging the ‘10
seconds of fame’ principle, since almost everybody wants to
appear on television. In this way, the TV viewer is gradually
transformed from a passive viewer into a commentator,
director, and even actor by fully exploiting the operator’s
strengths in broadband interactivity. Alcatel offers the
complete solution, from broadband access, entertainment
network platform, and the end-user application.
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AmigoTV: A Social TV Experience Through Triple-Play Convergence 
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Alcatel and the Alcatel logo are registered trademarks of Alcatel. All other trademarks 
are the property of their respective owners. Alcatel assumes no responsibility for the 
accuracy of the information presented, which is subject to change without notice. 
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