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While 2002 may have tested the convictions of iTV's most evangelical supporters, the sprawling five-day TV fest at IBC (International Broadcasting Convention) in Amsterdam found interest in iTV on the up. A full iTV conference day allowed both optimists and pessimists to have their say.

Patrick Barwise, professor of marketing and director of the Future Media Project at the London Business School, claimed most consumers have yet to be convinced. LBS's analysis makes sobering reading. Despite the size and maturity of the UK market, interactive services rarely feature as the main reason for subscribing. 

Many consumers are oblivious to them or unaware that they need a real-time return path for full two-way interactivity. Interactivity, it argues, works well for sports, entertainment and reality TV, but is less appropriate to storytelling genres like comedy and drama. Rather than jumping the viewer to a separate channel, LBS suggests the best services will be simple, programme-based and enhancing. 
Far from bridging the digital divide iTV is complementing, not substituting, online access within younger, more affluent households, LBS claims. 

Independent consultant Philip Langsdale, formerly of BBC Technology, took an equally realistic line. Interactive TV has stopped being a priority for TV executives as falling ad spends, the collapse of ITV Digital and turmoil in the telco and Internet sectors have flattened their stretched confidence. Without huge investment, extensive collaboration and cross-industry standards, the promise of iTV may never be fulfilled. 

The Interactive Enablers session at the conference concentrated on the nitty gritty of making iTV work today and, in particular, authoring tools that allow TV creatives to produce content. Mathew Huntingdon of Open TV claimed that for ARPU-focused operators, the return of a 'create once use many' multi-platform approach will never equal that from services that optimise the functionality of the middleware and STB. Jonathan Swift, director of content management firm Sysmedia, argued the multi-platform approach makes more sense for content businesses. Templates, according to Swift, provide a valuable tool for broadcasters to get services on air faster and at lower cost. 

Delegates applauded Todd Elliot, VP of US company Ensequence, when he stated that too much iTV is being developed by software engineers and too little by TV creatives. Ensequence provides sophisticated tools for enhanced TV production synchronised to video. The BBC is using it for a series planned to air this autumn. 

Elsewhere, UK companies are targeting the ad sector. Tamblin has provided its Sky-approved iZone tool to post-production company Framestore CFC, while Press Red was exhibiting its Blackbox Designer ad solution with Chryon's Lyric tool. 

Ultimately, consumers work out what works best for them. Colin Cardwell of branded ITV games company 3rd Sense, put it bluntly. 'Our research is turning up young adults who, when they can't go interactive, think their TV is faulty, who can't understand what you do without an EPG,' he said. 'Interactive TV is fast becoming a fact of life for these people and so we had better find ways of making it work.'
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