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1. Introduction 
1.1. Overall context 
OTTs have today become an established part of the social reality of Internet users. Especially 

under the impression of the COVID-19 pandemic and its requirements to organise social and 

economic life in novel and more adaptable ways, there has been a surge in the reliance on 

OTTs. This has involved widening the range of possible uses notably through the 

transformative impact on business and travel activity as well as on education, cultural and 

social life, in addition to entertainment, messaging and social networks. 

In this context, the ITU Expert Group on Telecommunication / ICT Indicators (EGTI) decided 

at its 11th Meeting on 15 and 16 September 2020 to set up a sub-group to examine the impact 

of OTTs. Participation in the sub-group was open to all interested EGTI members. Experts 

representing Member States from various world regions, including developing and developed 

countries, as well as sector members took part in the sub-group’s work. 

1.2. Exceptional circumstances of the group’s work 
The sub-group conducted its deliberations between May and July 2021. To offset the limited 

amount of time available, meetings were conducted on an accelerated schedule. 

2. Summary of the group’s work 
2.1. Introductory deliberations 

Despite general familiarity with the notion of OTT, initial discussions in the sub-group revealed 

that Member States currently do not dispose of any precise, binding definition of what is to 

be considered ‘over-the-top’. 

A stocktaking exercise among sub-group members illustrated that the definition proposed as 

part of Recommendation D.2621 at this time has neither provided a basis for administrative 

action to establish a definition at Member State level, nor prompted measurement activities. 

During the course of the group’s work, there were also no reports of ongoing initiatives to 

build on the Recommendation or to develop a dedicated definition of OTT at national level. 

An initial finding of the group’s work was thus that an adequate framework to enable and 

guide data collection and measurements on OTTs is generally lacking, both at national and 

international level. The sub-group did note that certain services that could be qualified as OTT 

are subject to the revised legislative framework enacted in the European Union in 2018,2 but 

agreed that this did not provide a suitable starting point for work within EGTI. 

Some Member States indicated that they have launched data collection efforts to capture the 

OTT phenomenon, or parts thereof, without any dedicated underlying definition.  

Where such work is currently ongoing, it focuses on particularly popular services, typically of 

a global nature, that are generally considered typical illustrations of the OTT phenomenon. 

 
1 Rec. ITU-T D.262 (05/2019), clause 3.2.1. 
2 Directive (EU) 2018/1972 (European Electronic Communications Code), (2018) OJ L 321, p. 36. 
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While consistent with instances of current use of the notion of ‘OTT services’ in the Handbook 

for the Collection of Administrative Data, the group agreed that such an approach would be 

unable to provide a stable foundation for systematic and comparable data collection. 

The sub-group also noted that absent a definition, data collection may not only be 

unreasonably selective and incomplete, but also meet with significant problems of 

implementation. This applies in relation to both the authorities seeking to obtain and to 

parties obligated to provide data.  

These problems are likely to become particularly evident where the current framework has 

been developed without regard to OTTs and therefore does not provide for adequate means 

of access to their providers.3 With the exception of information gathering powers explicitly 

provided for in the EU, the sub-group was unable to identify further instances of legislation 

specifically empowering authorities responsible for the telecommunications sector or other 

to obtain OTT data. 

In view of the above, the sub-group decided to focus on a closer examination of the concept 

of OTT. 

2.2. Defining OTT 
There was a shared understanding among the members of the group that the notion of OTT, 

as currently employed, could be potentially limitless or unduly selective, unless properly 

defined. This was illustrated both by examples of popular use and by professional application 

to specific instances. 

To address this issue, the sub-group agreed to adopt a two-pronged approach, consisting of 

a. Establishing a general OTT definition that would apply to all instances of OTT; and 

b. Adopting specific guidance relative to specific OTT instances. 

Within this framework, the definition of measurable indicators will principally be the subject 

of specific guidance. 

2.2.a. General definition of OTT 

In approaching the task of establishing a general definition, the sub-group reviewed various 

existing proposals, including the definitions set forth by BEREC, FTI and ITU-T. 

Against this background, the sub-group has set out the following definition: 

OTT = A service  

• provided and delivered over the public Internet without control of the network layer, and  

• access to which is independent of a specific Internet access service. 

 

 
3 Especially where these are located out of jurisdiction. 
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The sub-group has chosen to define OTT as a set of services on the understanding that 

applications fit within that set. In view of the time available and the purpose of establishing a 

general definition, the group did not consider there to be additional value in attempting 

further technical specification. It would underline, however, that applications as services are 

not inherently limited to mobile platforms. 

The two limbs of the proposed definition highlight the following considerations: 

1) A defining characteristic of OTT is its making available independent of the underlying 

network; 

2) For a service to qualify as OTT, it must be both provided and delivered in this manner; 

3) Conversely, a provider’s ability to control the underlying network does not determine 

whether a service qualifies as OTT; 

4) A further defining characteristic of OTT is that it is agnostic with regard to the Internet 

access service. 

In the interest of accurately capturing OTT, the sub-group finds it important to not exclude 

services from the scope of the concept based on the identity of the provider alone. 

Accordingly, point 3) implies that also telecommunications operators can engage in OTT 

activity, depending on how they make the service accessible. The licensing status of a provider 

thus does not prejudge the classification of the services it offers with regard to the proposed 

definition. 

For a service to qualify as OTT, it is furthermore essential that its accessibility via the public 

Internet is guaranteed also from the user’s perspective. The service as made available must 

therefore be accessible without regard to a specific Internet access service, which could entail 

specific technical requirements for its delivery. The sub-group notes that, while not entailing 

any requirements in this sense, delivery of the same service through a walled garden would 

not allow for that service to be qualified as OTT. 

From a supply perspective, the service in its entirety needs to be both provided and delivered 

via the public Internet. This excludes certain service configurations such as pure downloads 

and applications that operate without Internet connectivity. It also excludes services for 

which either the provisioning or the delivery occurs in a different manner. From this 

perspective, too, a walled garden requirement would place the service outside the scope of 

the definition. 

The sub-group also considered whether or not to include a criterion of substitutability as a 

defining characteristic of OTT. The group concluded that such a criterion would compromise 

the usefulness of a general definition, as it would inherently limit its scope even though 

substitutability may essentially be unforeseeable, notably in relation to new services. 

Therefore, it is suggested to include considerations of substitutability in the context of specific 

guidance. Specifically with regard to the domain of telecommunications services, the group 

agreed that an exclusive focus on international services would not provide an appropriate 

basis for data collection. 
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2.2.b. Specific guidance  

While a general definition potentially qualifies a wide range of services as OTT, there is at the 

same time an understanding that certain services illustrate the concept with particular 

strength. These services often mirror already existing non-OTT services and may also extend 

these through added functionalities or multi-service integration. Such services are particularly 

susceptible to being captured by relations of substitutability relative to non-OTT services. 

The group believes it is relevant and necessary to identify and monitor these services 

separately because they are of particular importance to understanding the source of novel 

traffic dynamics, the evolving relationship between OTT and managed services and the overall 

implications for network development. 

To this end, the group drew up and discussed a list of potential focus areas for indicator 

development. This list is set out in Table 1 below. 

Table 1. Potential focus areas for OTT indicator development 

1. Telecommunications 

2. Audiovisual 

3. Gaming 

4. Enterprise 

In view of the scope of ongoing data collection under the Handbook, there is group consensus 

that notably OTTs enabling communications at a distance in a manner comparable to 

telecommunications services (‘OTT communications’) should be monitored. This should 

include voice, messaging and video communications. Experience from this can then provide 

a stepping stone for further data collection. 

Discussions in the group have shown that multiple aspects of service development, and 

notably the integration of service functionalities into wider offerings, raises important and 

non-trivial conceptual and methodological questions for both the classification and practical 

implementation of a consistent data collection approach.  

The group considers that these questions should be appropriately discussed and addressed 

as a precondition for future work towards a common measurement approach. In that context, 

additional attention should also be dedicated to the issue of substitutability from a supply 

relative to a demand perspective. 

Having also discussed an approach of analysing a top-10 list of most popular OTT consisting 

of specific applications as well as a wider application category (see Figure 1 below for an 

illustration), the group concludes that this entails significant challenges for the comparability 

and interpretation of data in addition to the specific selection process. 
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Figure 1: Example of OTT top-10 data collection approach4 

 

Source: Oman Telecommunications Regulatory Authority, 20215 

The example also illustrates the need to discuss the advantages and challenges of absolute 

and relative measurements, especially where trend indicators may not have any immediate 

relation to underlying volumes. 

2.3. Discussion of potential indicators and inter-indicator relations 

With a view to assessing the feasibility of data collection in the domain of OTT 

communications, the group began discussion of a draft list of indicators and examined the 

possibility of drawing on experience from existing data collection under the Handbook. The 

list of suggested indicators is set out in Table 2. 

Table 2. Suggested indicators for data collection on OTT communications  

1. Number of registered users 

2. Number of monthly active users 

3. Number and minutes of voice calls 

4. Number and minutes of video calls 

5. Number of messages 

The group agreed that recording the volume of calls in minutes via OTT communications 

would be useful to enable comparisons with existing data collected on calls traffic. While 

there was some support for also collecting the number of calls, there were doubts about the 

utility of doing so for the number of messages. Discussions on the above list had not been 

concluded at the end of the group’s mandate. There was, however, consensus that the above 

list would not meet the objective of assessing traffic.  

 
4 Based on popularity of the respective OTT service/service category in terms of usage; popularity does not 
imply a ranking in terms of traffic volumes. 
5 Usage monitoring includes application use via both fixed and mobile Internet access. 
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In order to evaluate the possibility for building on existing data collection practices of traffic-

based identification of service use, delegations were invited to report on their experiences 

with the measurement of VoIP subscribers according to the Handbook. Of particular interest 

in this regard was the identification of subscribers to managed, but unremunerated VoIP 

services on the basis of traffic flows. As no instances of successful application of this approach 

could be identified, its practical relevance and transferability to prospective data collection 

on OTT communications remains unexplored at this stage. 

3. Recommendations 
The sub-group recommends EGTI the adoption of the OTT definition set out above. Of note, 

this definition is compatible with the Handbook and does not prejudice further regulatory 

definitions at Member State or international level. The group therefore considers it an 

appropriate shared basis for further work and discussion on OTT data collection. Continued 

international growth in OTT adoption and their socio-economic importance underline the 

need for generating reliable statistics about these developments. 

It further recommends to continue the sub-group’s work over the next calendar year to: 

1. Examine the institutional and other framework conditions for data collection on OTT 

thus defined; 

2. Study the technical aspects of OTT with an emphasis on telecommunications-like 

services (‘OTT communications’) to identify possible data collection approaches; 

3. Evaluate the feasibility of the data collection approaches identified, including in light 

of ongoing efforts; 

4. Define one or several OTT indicators allowing for the widest possible collection in view 

of the foregoing points and, if possible and appropriate, conduct trials. 

Further technical work is required in the sub-group’s view both to determine the most 

effective and proportionate data collection strategies and to establish the relative scope and 

role of mobile and fixed traffic. 

This proposed course of action should also draw on the emerging data collection experiences 

that will result from the implementation of new rules explicitly addressing or applicable to 

OTT (such as the EU legislative framework applicable to OTT communications) and other 

regional or national initiatives of a similar nature. 

The necessary clarification of the framework conditions should include a mapping of the 

relevant parameters impacting on data collection ability. These parameters should span 

specifically enabling and constraining factors6 as well as the wider statistical policy setting. 

Such mapping should facilitate discussions and data gathering adapted to Member State 

circumstances and thereby promote comparability. 

 
6 E.g. statutory basis, statutory context, institutional and jurisdictional capacity, proximity to the source, etc. 
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As a first step in that direction, the sub-group invites EGTI members to respond to the 

questionnaire in annex.7 

The sub-group considers that the success and sustainability of OTT data collection will 

prospectively depend on the ability of situating it in the wider, evolving context of the digital 

economy. This requires acknowledging the business realities of OTT services and how these 

interface with other parts of social and economic life, as the latter increasingly rely on and 

integrate OTT. The demarcation concerns discussed by the sub-group8 underline this point. 

  

 
7 Delegations are invited to submit their responses to the questions in annex to indicators@itu.int not later 
than 29 August 2021 
8 Cf. section 2.2. above. 

mailto:indicators@itu.int
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Annex: Questions on OTT 
 

Do you have a definition of OTT at national 
level? 
(If yes, please specify and include a 
reference/link, where available) 

 

To what extent do you consider the definition of 
OTT as ‘a service  

• provided and delivered over the public 
Internet without control of the network 
layer, and  

• access to which is independent of a 
specific Internet access service’ 

accurate and appropriate? 

 

Do you have, or does any other body have, 
competence to request and/or obtain data from 
providers of OTT? 
(If yes, please specify the basis) 

 

Do you have an existing data collection practice 
on OTT? 
(If yes, please specify) 

 

Do you have experience collecting data on 
managed  VoIP subscriptions without a 
recurrent monthly fee9? 
(If yes, please specify on what basis these were 
included (inbound traffic, outbound traffic, both)) 

 

What do you consider the biggest challenge to 
collecting data on OTT? 

 

Do you think there is a principled difference 
between collecting demand and supply side 
data on OTT? 
(If yes, please specify; if no, please explain why) 

 

 

 
9 Indicator 1.5: VoIP subscriptions (i112IP), p. 29 in the Handbook. 


