Internet Communities and the Mobile Operator

Communities and community-based applications are a hot topic these days, but communities are as old as mankind and Internet communities are almost as old as the Internet. The differences today are the ease with which people can create or discover communities of interest and the ease with which individuals can control the identity they present to communities they join. Also, until recently, it was an Internet-based phenomenon. Communities on mobile phones were limited to voice and SMS with friends whose phone numbers you had. Now in Asia, as mobile data becomes a daily part of people's lives, we're seeing new communities where mobile access is more important than (or at least as important as) PC-Internet connectivity.
Community and Identity
Communities fill a basic human need.  To paraphrase the psychologist Abraham Maslow, after basic survival (food, water, physical safety), the most important human need is belonging (to groups) and then your sense of identity within those groups.  That's why person-to-person communications (telephony) is a much bigger business than broadcast communications and why there’s vastly more user-created content than professionally created content.  The advent of the Internet brought us email, personal web sites, instant messaging, dating sites, VoIP, blogs and social networking communities like MySpace, Facebook or CyWorld.

Today’s community sites combine features of instant messaging, blogs and social networking.  The most successful sites make it easy for users to create and shape their own communities, to discover communities and to personalize the image they project in the communities they join.

An International Phenomenon

Communities are global, and local, yet otherwise savvy westerners appear to miss what’s going on in Asia. For example, QQ, an instant messaging system by Tencent in China, has nearly 500 million registered users making it perhaps the largest instant messaging community in the world, and yet few in the US or Europe have heard of it.

CyWorld is a Korean social networking service where nearly a third of all Koreans, and 90% of Korean teenagers, have home pages. Recently, CyWorld has entered the Japanese and Chinese markets but, except for one article in Business Week in 2005, there has been little coverage in western media.

Mobiles will be Key

Today, most community sites in the US or EU are Internet- and PC-based. That logical – the Internet is open (no walled gardens) and PCs support rich interfaces.  But mobile phones are the most personal device.  American teenagers are extensive users of PC-based instant messengers and community sites.  These teenagers have their own mobile phones but, frequently, they have to share a family PC with a sibling.  How quickly would they flip to a mobile phone-based system if it supported the communities and services they get via the PC today?

Part of the answer can be seen in Asia. Over the past five to eight years Asia has led the way in mobile applications.  In many cases – SMS, mobile data, ring tones, ringback tones – applications have appeared in Asia first, then Europe and then the US. Indeed, the mobile interface to QQ is increasingly important (the mobile channel provided 36% of Tencent’s revenues in 2005).  Mobile CyWorld launched in mid-2004.  And newer social networking sites like 12wap.net (in Singapore) offerred combined WAP and Web interfaces from inception.

Making Money

Community services only work if communities form and that typically doesn’t happen in a walled garden.  CyWorld was bought by SK Telecom (the largest mobile operator in Korea), but SK Telecom doesn’t restrict access. Anyone in Korea can participate from any network. SKT makes money from additional traffic (as do their competitors), but SKT also makes money selling avatars, design elements and other forms of virtual property into the CyWorld community. 

In China, value-added services like QQ are typically run by 3rd parties like Tencent.  The mobile operators make 100% of the traffic revenues that result from QQ subscribers using their networks, plus 15% or so of the value-added service revenue for performing the billing function, but everyone can participate via any operator. So there are multiple revenue models in evidence.

Call to Action

Mobile operators in Europe and the Americas need to pay attention.  Already SKT has partnered with Earthlink to create a US MVNO called Helio. One of Helio’s first partnerships was with MySpace. Pay attention! Mobile-based communities will be global shortly.

