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Will MMS be a success? 
A short analysis of Multimedia Messaging 

 

   

 
 
Conclusion 
 
MMS can become a successful successor to SMS if 
the wireless community develops the service in 
the right direction, focusing on: 
 

1. The end user value proposition instead of 
technology.  

 
2. Creating a dynamic messaging mix. 

Position and price different messaging 
services to complement each other and 
stimulate overall usage.   

 
The impressive success of SMS  
 
The Short Message Service (SMS) and voice have 
together become the killer applications of 2nd 
generation networks, particularly in Europe and 
parts of Asia. As is widely documented, SMS has 
become an increasingly popular means of 
communication amongst subscribers and between 
subscribers and carriers as well as Content 
Providers. SMS was created as part of the GSM 
Phase 1 standard but the success was far from 
immediate.  
 
Creation of a new market  
 
In the mid-nineties SMS was mainly used for 
voicemail notifications, although operators began 
to launch SMS based information services as 
value added services to the subscribers. 
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The services ranged from news and stock updates to daily horoscopes. User 
uptake was very slow, similar to the overall usage of SMS, and because the 
services were for free, operator revenues were practically non-existent.  
    
As the user interfaces in the handsets gradually improved, with inbox browsing 
and message reply, SMS was suddenly comparable to e-mail in terms of 
convenience. Usage of SMS for peer-to-peer communication progressively 
increased.  
 
SMS gained the acceptance of the youth market. The immediate delivery, store 
and forward characteristic of SMS coupled with the fact that a high number of 
people have cellular phones, made it the preferred communication method. The 
end user now perceives SMS as being as easy as voice but much less intrusive. 
End users also clearly understand how much it costs to send an SMS.   
 
In 1997, Nokia introduced the Smart Messaging concept. Smart Messaging was 
intended to enable easy management of phone settings and information 
exchange between Nokia phones and different applications.  
 
It was clear that the ability to download messages such as ring tones and logos to 
the handsets gave Nokia a competitive advantage. Access to ring tones and logos 
using Smart Messaging became an important criterion for the youth segment 
when choosing a handset. The other handset manufacturers were very slow to 
implement similar features but finally, Ericsson, together with Motorola and 
Siemens, initiated the standardization of Enhanced Messaging Service (EMS) and 
made it part of the 3GPP SMS standard. Northstream believes however that EMS 
will make no major impact on the messaging arena because MMS is now seen as 
the next step in messaging. 
 
Next generation - Multimedia Messaging 
 
As voice revenue per user seems to be declining for Network Operators, they 
hope to increase revenues on other services. The handset and vendor 
manufacturers have initiated the standardisation of the next generation of 
messaging, Multimedia Messaging Service (MMS). 
 
MMS is an emerging messaging standard and is currently being defined by 3GPP1. 
MMS is an evolution of traditional messaging services but goes beyond simple 
text and voice messaging and will allow users to send and receive messages in a 
whole new array of media types e.g. text, audio, images and eventually video. 
MMS messages can be sent between mobile terminals, between a mobile terminal 
and server or server initiated push to a mobile terminal. 

                                                      
1 3G Partnership Program, 3GPP is a project created by six large standardization institutes, among 
others ETSI (European Telecommunication Standardisation Institute), in order to produce a globally 
applicable technical specification for the 3rd generation mobile system. The work also comprises 
maintenance and development of GSM technical specification, including GPRS and EDGE. 
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Multimedia Message Service Environment 
 
The Multimedia Message Service Environment (MMSE) encompasses all the 
various elements that provide a complete MMS environment to a user. In the case 
of roaming the visited network is considered a part of that user's MMSE. 

 
 

Picture 1. The MMS Environment 
 
The MMSC acts in similar way to the SMSC in that it sends, receives and stores 
multimedia messages. It is the central router in the MMS architecture. The MMSC 
interacts with external network such as PSTN, Internet and Intranet. It also 
transfers Multimedia Messages between different mobile networks.  
 
MMS will provide a migration path to take advantage of the bearer capacity that 
3G networks supply. However, unlike SMS and EMS that are sent over the 
signaling channel, MMS messages are delivered over traffic channels. These are 
designed to carry a range of data services in GPRS and UMTS networks, with 
higher capacity and a lower likelihood of congestion. The technical specifications 
laid down by 3GPP for the MMS Standard define a certain set of requirements on 
both terminal and network side, which needs to be supported for the provision of 
the multimedia message service. 
 
The aim is not to standardise the services but instead use a standardized set of 
service capabilities features on which new services can be built. The MMSE may 
comprise 2G and 3G networks, 3G networks with islands of coverage within a 2G 
network and roamed networks. The MMSE provides all the necessary service 
elements, e.g. delivery, storage and notification functionality. These service 
elements may be located within one network or distributed across several 
networks or network types. 
  
Unlike SMS, which uses proprietary standards like SMPP, EMI and CIMD, MMS will 
use existing Internet standards, which will facilitate development of services and 
interworking with the fixed Internet. These protocols include WAP, MIME, POP3 
and SMTP.  
 
Will there be handsets? 
 
 
MMS will be handled from a viewer/editor, in the MMS specification called the 
MMS user agent that resides in the handset. The User Agent is an application 
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layer function that provides the users with the ability to view, compose and 
handle Multimedia Messages (e.g. sending, receiving, deleting of Multimedia 
Messages). 
 
All major handset manufacturers have committed to the MMS standard and will 
offer MMS in their future 2.5 and 3G handsets. Market leaders have declared that 
they view MMS as the most important service in 2002. 

 
Picture 2. Example: “Weather of the day” on MMS 

 
For example Nokia commercial deliveries of some MMS-capable models will begin 
in first half of 2002, and increase in second half. The first generation of MMS 
handsets that are planned to be initially introduced in the first half of 2002 will 
however only support still-graphics and pictures combined with text, for creating 
post-card messages. Beginning in the second half of 2002, there will be a gradual 
evolution in MMS capabilities. One key driver for MMS will be increased availability 
of colour screens. As the general handset evolution continues and e.g. cameras 
become integrated into more handsets than the Nokia 7650, more MMS features 
will be added. Nokia claims that it will take until 2003 before combined video- and 
audio clips will be a reality in MMS. It should be noted however that even at the 
end of 2002 many commercially available terminal models will not be MMS 
capable. 
 
 
Will Instant Messaging be a competing or complementing application? 
 
Instant Messaging & Presence Service (IMPS) is a type of communication service 
that enables a subscriber to create a private chat room or channel with another 
individual for a real time exchange of text messages and other type of 
information (e.g. images, music). The subscribers can build up a personal 
directory of other users and access to the directory containing the whole 
subscriber base. They can also monitor whether other users are available, 
reachable or unreachable at any particular time. Typically, the IMPS system alerts 
a subscriber whenever a “buddy” is online. The subscriber can then initiate a chat 
session with that particular individual.  
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The IMPS concept emerged from the Internet in the mid-90s and gained a great 
deal of popularity. IMPS have moved from a simple teenager chat to a legitimate 
corporate communications tool. It is very likely that IM will substitute a large 
amount of today's business E-mail and phone usage.  
 
However, the Internet based IMPS software systems such as Yahoo Messenger 
and MSN Messenger suffer from a lack of inter-operability, mainly due to 
commercial reasons. Ericsson, Nokia and Motorola have joined forces in the 
Wireless Village initiative that intends to develop standard APIs for mobile instant 
messaging services. Their aim is that a mobile IMPS service will work across all 
GSM or CDMA wireless networks and interact with “incumbent” IMPS Internet-
based providers e.g. Yahoo Messenger and MSN Messenger 
 
It is very likely that MMS, E-mail and IMPS functionality will be integrated into a 
single messaging application, which implies that the user will use one messaging 
client on the device for all these three services. The different applications will co-
exist and be used to satisfy different needs much like IMPS and E-mail do today.  
 
The six factors for success 
 
Although signs are encouraging, industry players can’t simply assume MMS will be 
successful, because of its similarities to SMS.  Northstream has identified six key 
factors that they must address if MMS is to become successful. They are:  
 
Pricing 
MMS must be priced so that the sender/receiver pays a fixed price per message. 
MMS can certainly be classified and priced in several categories: a message with 
a slideshow and accompanying sound is priced higher than a message that only 
combines a picture with text. The critical issue is that the sender/receiver 
understands and has control over costs when using MMS.  
 
Adapted services 
If the end user will be charged higher for an MMS than an SMS, logically, the end 
user value proposition for MMS must be more attractive than that of SMS. MMS 
certainly has the capabilities of delivering a higher value proposition but there has 
to be adapted content and applications for MMS to attract subscribers. Text-based 
services such as daily weather or news can be made much more appealing on 
MMS but that is not enough to make MMS a blinding success story. In addition to 
this, peer to peer usage, by e.g. taking, sending and storing images with a mobile 
device will change both how we use and relate to images as well as how we 
communicate, stimulating the need for further communication. Operators must 
cater for these differing needs and generate a critical mass of attractive services.         
 
Digital Rights Management (DRM) 
The increased distribution of digital media will impact the way copyrighted 
content is produced, sold and consumed. Recent developments indicate that 
producers of content are currently more focused on the risks than the potential 
benefits and revenue that can be generated from distribution of digital media. 
Securing the rights of the copyright holders is of highest importance for 
availability of attractive content and the concept of super-distribution will create 
interesting opportunities for operators as well as copyright holders. Super-
distribution refers to the ability to track and charge for each use of copyrighted 
material in a digital form. However, technical and commercial issues are still to be 
resolved in order to ensure that premium content is billed correctly. These issues 
will take some time for the mobile industry to resolve fully.  
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Wide array of MMS capable handsets 
The commercial availability of handsets has often been the Achilles heel when 
launching a new service. The launch of both WAP and GPRS was restricted by the 
lack of handsets. It is, as always, imperative that there are MMS capable 
handsets available through all user segments, high-end handsets as the T68 and 
7650, but maybe more important is that there is low-end best sellers available 
such as a 3330 with MMS. MMS will not take-off rapidly if there is not a critical 
mass of MMS enabled terminals that are even easier to use than sending a short 
message today.     
 
IMPS will stimulate usage of MMS 
As mentioned above, IMPS has been highly successful on the fixed Internet and 
Northstream believes that the MMS and IMPS should not be separated into 
different services. Buddy lists with a positioning/presence functionality integrated 
with the message client on the handset will be a very attractive concept and help 
stimulate the usage of MMS.      
 
National and international roaming 
Interworking of the Short Message Service between national and international 
networks was one of the factors that contributed to the success of the service. 
Users must be able to send multimedia messages across networks and countries.  
 
Acronym list 
 
BARG:  Billing, Accounting and Roaming Group 
CIMD:   Computer Interface Message Distribution (Nokia) 
GPRS:   General Packet Radio Service 
GSMA:  GSM Association 
IM:   instant messaging 
MIME:   Multipurpose Internet Mail Extensions 
MMS:   Multimedia Message Service 
MMSC:  Multimedia Message Switching Centre 
MMSE:  Multimedia Message Service Environment  
POP3:   Post Office Protocol 3 
SMPP:   Short Message Peer To Peer 
SMS:   Short Message Service 
SMTP:   Simple Mail Transfer Protocol 
WAP:   Wireless Application Protocol 
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