
product and our PC portals, such 
as the AT&T Yahoo! portal. We’re 
looking at identifying the right mix 
of content and features that will play 
well across all of them and provide 
access to the same or similar content 
across all screens, so you can pay for 

content once and get access across 
multiple devices.

GD: Can you give us an overview of 
the partnerships AT&T has 
announced?
KT: For Homezone, we have partner-
ships with companies like Movielink 
and Akimbo to provide video-on-de-
mand content, but we also have a re-
lationship with Movielink to provide 
their aggregated movie content to 
a PC portal, which would be hosted 
by Movielink and branded as AT&T 
Yahoo! Movielink. Movielink is an 
example of a company we’re working 
with across multiple screens already. 

Akimbo is another VoD partner 
we’re working with on Homezone, 
and we’re looking at ways to ex-
tend that content, which tends to be 
more niche-oriented, beyond the TV 

screen. Let’s take an existing 
relationship with a part-
ner and find ways we can 

build and extend 
our relationship 
from one screen 
to another in a way 
that makes sense.
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PartnershiPs that Deliver:
an interview with at&t’s Ken tysell

In the PC space, we’ve announced 
deals with Vongo and TotalVid to pro-
vide their content online through co-
branded sites. When you start looking 
across the whole ecosystem, there are 
lots of screens where we’re doing dif-
ferent sorts of deals.

GD: Why has AT&T decided to 
partner with these companies rather 
than develop everything in house?
KT: These are very good quality com-
panies with talented people working 
at them. These companies are very 
good at innovating 
quickly, and their 
time to market 
[is faster] because 
they have already 
established con-
tent rights and 
platforms that we 
can incorporate 
into AT&T’s of-
ferings. 

At each step of 
the process, there 
are opportunities 
for partners to 
work together. We 
know where our 
core competen-
cies are in terms 
of network op-
erations, service definition, marketing 
and the brand that we have. But we 
also know there are a lot of other re-
ally great providers out there that can 
complement what we do. And when 
we put them together we have a much 
better offering for consumers.

GD: How do these relationships 
affect AT&T’s ability to continue 
growing its suite of services and, 
ultimately, its revenue?
KT: With the three-screen effort, 

march   2007 KiLLer aPP maGaZine �

Network operators have es-
tablished relationships with 
customers, while application 

developers and content providers 
have the products that customers are 
looking for. Combine them, and the 
result is new customers for the 
application and content provid-
ers and new revenue streams for 
the network operators.

Recently, Killer App’s assis-
tant editor, Geoff Daily, spoke 
with Ken Tysell, Executive Di-
rector of Three Screen Services 
for AT&T, about his company’s rela-
tionships with application and content 
providers.

GD: Tell us about your role with 
AT&T.
KT: In my previous job, I was the prod-
uct manager handling Homezone, re-
sponsible for feature definition and 
implementation. As you know, Home-
zone is a hybrid satellite/broadband 
media offering where we partner with 
companies including Echostar, 2Wire, 
Yahoo!, Movielink and Akimbo. Our 
role was to define the features associ-
ated with the product and work within 
AT&T to implement it and take the 
product to market.

My new role with the three-screen 
intiative is more of an upfront product 
planning role, as we look at all the dif-
ferent screens that AT&T touches: our 
U-Verse [IPTV] product, our wireless 

“We know where our core com-
petencies are… We also know 
there are a lot of other really 
great providers out there.”

AT&T relies on strategic partnerships with application developers and content 
providers to carry out its “three-screen initiative.”



we’re moving into a new space – not 
just new for AT&T but for equipment 
providers, content providers and other 
entities across the whole media indus-
try. There’s a lot of learning going on, 
a lot of experimenting with different 
features and types of content to try 
and find what will work. 

Working with these companies lets 
us try out a lot of different things, so we 
can see what works and what needs a 
little more tweaking and refinement.

GD:   What qualities make a poten-
tial application or content partner 
attractive to AT&T?
KT: One is having a unique and valu-
able asset, such as access to a certain 
type of content or a certain applica-
tion we think customers will want. 
Another is having the ability to be 
innovative and put these new content 
features into the market quickly.

GD: How do these conversations 
typically get started?
KT: Sometimes it’s us contacting 
them. Sometimes it’s them contacting 
us. Sometimes other companies we’re 
working with have already heard of this 
company or that company and they’ve 
had their own discussions. Sometimes 
we bump into these companies at shows 
like CES. Sometimes we’ll read about 
them. Sometimes they’ll read about us. 
There’s no one formal way.

GD: Are there any types of 
applications you are particularly
interested in, in addition to those 
you’ve already announced?
KT: Lots of different areas. When you 
look at the three-screen ecosystem, 
you’re looking at the value chain from 
start to finish. The types of companies 
we’re interested in can range from 
platform providers – those that help 
make things like the ingestion of con-
tent work – to those providing front-

end designs or user interfaces. And 
we’re working with companies that 
have created content, acquired rights 
for it, or are hosting and distributing 
content. 

GD: How do you find out what types 
of content and applications your 
customers are interested in?
KT: We’ve done a lot of market re-
search to find out what customers 
want both now and down the road. 
That includes qualitative market re-
search like focus groups, where you’re 
bringing six to twelve people into a 
room, giving them a brief demo, and 
asking if they’re interested in it, as 
well as quantitative research – formal, 

structured surveys of a much larger 
base. We also do a lot of human-fac-
tors testing to find out how customers 
will interact with a piece of content 
or application. Once we’ve identified 
a gap between what people want and 
what we offer, we identify partners to 
work with to fill this demand.

GD: What has this research shown?
KT: Customers say they want deeper 
libraries of easy-to-access video con-
tent. For example, in the Homezone 
service, we’ve got well over 1,000 ti-
tles available through Movielink and 
over 6,000 titles through Akimbo.

Another thing they’re looking for 
is ease of use and simplicity. Custom-

ers have said, “Hey, I don’t want to 
know how the clock works, just that it 
tells time.” So we offer professional in-
stallations of the Homezone service.

As we start finding ways to have our 
products interoperate, we’ve opened up 
features like remote access – basically, 
the ability to go to a Web page, access 
your TV program guide and set your 
DVR to record a program. A cool thing, 
but also a highly valuable thing for cus-
tomers if they forget to record the base-
ball game. That’s another example of a 
feature that popped out of the research 
as being a high-value-add.

Obviously there’s been a lot of re-
search into other types of media, like 
photos, games or videoconferencing. 
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“I don’t want to know 
how the clock works, just 
that it tells time.”
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Part of the challenge is finding out the 
degree of integration and convergence 
that customers are looking for across 
different devices. For example, custom-
ers are starting to do more and more 
videoconferencing. The question is, do 
you integrate the videoconferencing to 
your TV, or keep it as a standalone de-
vice attached to the PC? Are they more 
likely to use it in a home-office setting 
or in a more social setting, in their living 
room?

In the music space, there are a lot 
big players like Apple and others. 
We’re tracking it very closely to see 
how that market evolves and whether 
there’s an opportunity for integration 
into any of these devices that we offer.

GD: What did you learn about 
making the Internet accessible 
through the TV set?
KT: One of our key findings was that 
whatever feature, application or piece 
of content we made available on a TV 
set – through our U-verse or Home-
zone products, for example – it had to 
be consumable in a social living-room 
environment via a TV screen with a “10 
foot view.” This involves using a differ-
ent sort of user interface and navigation 
scheme than you might find on a PC.

GD: Why did you decide not to go in 
that direction (i.e., integrate tradition-
al Web browsing into the TV)?
KT: In terms of simply porting a PC 
Web browser as we currently know it 
(like Internet Explorer) to the TV, cus-
tomers told us they were not as likely to 
surf the Web using a TV screen in a liv-
ing room as they were to surf using a PC 
screen with a two-foot view.

People just behave differently in dif-
ferent rooms of their house, and while 
browsing the Internet with a PC screen 
works great in a home office or at work, 
that same sort of web-surfing behavior 
just doesn’t translate as well to a TV 
screen in a living room. Of course, if 
customers were to change their minds 
and tell us they did want to surf the In-
ternet using their TVs, we’d be happy 
to look at that – but that’s not what cus-
tomers have told us so far.  

The example of WebTV is also in-

the
tranSParent
lan:
a municiPal
fiber SyStem
SimPlifieS
buSineSS
networKing

Conventional wisdom says that 
a municipally owned utility 
company can not and should 

not compete in the fast-paced, tech-
nology-driven world of telecommuni-
cation and information services. Bris-
tol Virginia Utilities (BVU) set out to 
prove the naysayers wrong: It built the 
first municipally owned fiber-to-the-
user system to offer the triple play of 
phone, video and broadband data ser-
vices, and took its primary market by 
storm.

After less than four years in busi-
ness, competing with heavy-hitting 
incumbents, BVU now serves 65 per-
cent of the homes and businesses in its 
service area – and this in a metropoli-
tan area where, according to Nielsen 
studies, only 65 percent of the popu-

structive.  That product was very inter-
esting, but ultimately failed, since cus-
tomers didn’t want to surf the Internet 
using their TV screen.

GD: How is partnering with AT&T 
beneficial to an application 
developer?
KT: We offer a pretty well-known and 
trusted brand name. We also bring a 
fair amount of marketing and sales 
clout to anything we offer. Once we 
take a feature or application and in-
tegrate it into Homezone or U-Verse 
or a PC portal or even our phones, we 
can do a really solid job of marketing 
and messaging the availability of that 
service. We bring peace of mind to 
our partners and customers with our 
brand and abilities.

GD: What types of business models 
have you established with partners?
KT: One quick-to market option 
is to work with a partner and basi-
cally white-label their service. The 
provider’s content or functionality is 
integrated with the AT&T platform 
in such a way that the end user thinks 
they’re getting an AT&T product. In 
other types of arrangements, we do 
cobranding. The end user sees the 
partner’s brand and has a greater 
awareness that it’s not just coming 
from AT&T, but also being arranged 
by the partner. The economics be-
hind it may involve a revenue share or 
any other type of financial arrange-
ment you can imagine. All of these 
deals have slightly different busi-
ness models. We’re pretty open to 
exploring any and all business mod-
els that work for both companies. 

Editor’s Note: AT&T’s relationship with Ya-
hoo!, to which Tysell refers in this interview, 
made headlines recently when the Wall Street 
Journal reported rumors that the partner-
ship was on the ropes. In response, the two 
companies issued a joint press release saying 
that they expected to expand the partnership 
into the mobile arena as well as into AT&T’s 
IPTV offering, and also planned to add ad-
vertising to their co-branded mail service.
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By Sandy Crusenberry, 
Bristol Virginia Utilities 
Bristol Virginia Utilities had 
the first municipal fiber system 
to offer triple-play residential 
and business services. Now 
the company is actively creat-
ing new business services that 
enable flexible networks be-
tween business branches, and 
also facilitate telecommuting 
and disaster recovery.




