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(54) CONTENT DISTRIBUTION SYSTEM

(57) A content distribution system 100 is provided
comprising a content client 112, 114 and a content server
150 connected through a network. The content server is
configured to send the content client a session descrip-
tion comprising at least one media description to enable
it to receive over the network a content item. The system
comprises a network monitor 130 for monitoring network
traffic going through the network, and a recommender
140 for marking in dependency upon the network moni-
tor, one or more of the media descriptions in the session
description to obtain a marked session description. The
marked media description recommends the content cli-
ent to prefer certain content above others in view of the
current network condition. For example, if available band-
width is low, content is recommended which requires low
bandwidth. Network congestion is thereby avoided for all
users of the system.
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Description

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

[0001] The invention relates to a content distribution
system comprising a content client and a content server,
the content client and content server being connected
through a network, the content server being configured
to send to the content client a session description com-
prising at least one media description, each one of the
at least one media descriptions comprising connection
information to enable the content client to receive over
the network a content item.
[0002] The invention further relates to a gateway for
use in a content distribution system.
[0003] The invention further relates to a method of dis-
tributing content and to a corresponding computer pro-
gram.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

[0004] The distribution of content is an important func-
tion of modern networks. Consider a content client, e.g.,
a set top box. The content client is connected with one
or more content servers through a network, e.g., the In-
ternet. Typically, the content client, possibly together with
other content clients connects with the network through
a gateway. The gateway allows network devices in the
first network access to one or more network devices in
the second network.
[0005] The content server can provide the content cli-
ent with content by sending it over the network. Content
comprises, e.g., audio, video and/or text, etc. For exam-
ple, a user may watch a new movie, possibly on-demand
by receiving a content stream comprising the movie on
his set-top box and displaying the movie on a television
screen. Different protocols are in use to send content
over a network, e.g., file transferring protocols, streaming
protocols, etc.
[0006] It may happen that a particular content item is
available in multiple formats. For example, the user who
wishes to watch the new movie may request the movie
from the content server. The content server could then
respond with a session description listing multiple options
for the same movie. The content server may offer the
movie in multiple versions, e.g., with additional features,
for example, with an alternative audio track, such as a
commentary track, additional subtitles, etc. The content,
in any of its versions, may be available in multiple formats
having different bandwidth requirements. For example,
different bandwidth requirements may be obtained by of-
fering the movie in multiple resolutions, e.g., in a high
definition format suitable for high definition television
screens, in a medium definition format suitable for non-
high definition television screen, or in a low definition for-
mat suitable for low resolution devices, e.g., mobile
phone screens. Typically, a higher definition device is
capable of displaying a lower definition version of the

content. In general, bandwidth may be represented as a
number, e.g., kilobits per second.
[0007] The session description comprises a list of me-
dia descriptions. A media description comprises informa-
tion needed by a content client to start receiving the con-
tent item.
[0008] The Internet Engineering Task Force (IETF)
has published a ’request for comments ’(RFC), RFC
2327, later updated to 4566, titled ’SDP: Session De-
scription Protocol’. RFC 4566 discloses one way in which
sessions descriptions and media descriptions may be
implemented. RFC 4566 describes the session descrip-
tion protocol (SDP). The protocol comprises a standard
representation of session descriptions comprising media
descriptions.
[0009] RFC 4566 SDP is intended to be general pur-
pose so that it can be used for a wide range of network
environments and applications. However, RFC 4566
does not support negotiation of session content or media
encodings. A SDP session may contain multiple alterna-
tives offered by the server that a client may choose from.
For instance the service offers audio in multiple audio
formats. The client will then select a format he supports.
This selection can for instance be provided by means of
RTSP setup messages. RFC 4566 session descriptions
may be conveyed over the network or alternative means
of conveying session descriptions may be used, including
electronic mail and the World Wide Web. SDP conveys
information about media streams in multimedia sessions
to allow the recipients of a session description to partic-
ipate in the session.
[0010] To this end an RFC 4566 session description
may include such information as, the type of media video,
audio, etc, the transport protocol (RTP/UDP/IP, H.320,
etc), the format of the media (H.261 video, MPEG video,
etc), etc. In particular, a media description may include
bandwidth information and connection information.
[0011] When the session description is received on a
content client, any of the media descriptions can be se-
lected and the corresponding content item may be re-
ceived on the content client.
[0012] However, for a user of the content client it is not
always clear which one he should choose. Different me-
dia descriptions may be associated with different media
which may have different bandwidth requirements. Se-
lecting content with appropriate bandwidth requirement
is important. If content is selected with a bandwidth re-
quirement which is too low, then it is probably also of
lower quality and the resulting user experience will cor-
respondingly worsen. On the other hand a bandwidth re-
quirement which is too high will result in network conges-
tions, and dropped frames. In other words, both choosing
to low and choosing to high a bandwidth will lead to a
low perceived quality, either through low resolution or
compressions artifacts, or through network congestion
and dropped frames.
[0013] Getting the correct bandwidth is often done us-
ing a trial and error approach. A trial and error approach
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may involve setting up a session with a maximum band-
width, and once congestion occurs, reduce the session
bandwidth until an acceptable quality is obtained.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0014] It is a problem of the prior art that selection from
a list of multiple content versions on the basis of band-
width requirements is hard.
[0015] To better address this concern, an improved
content distribution system is provided. The content dis-
tribution system comprises a content client and a content
server.
[0016] The content client and content server are con-
nected through a network. The content server is config-
ured to send to the content client a session description
comprising at least one media description possibly upon
request of a content client. Each one of the at least one
media description comprises connection information to
enable the content client to receive over the network a
content item. The system comprises a network monitor
for monitoring network traffic going through the network.
The system comprises a recommender configured to
mark in dependency upon the network monitor, one or
more of the multiple media descriptions in the session
description to obtain a marked session description. The
recommender is configured to send the marked session
description to the content client.
[0017] Each specific connection information may ena-
ble the content client to receive over the network a spe-
cific content item. Possibly all specific content items re-
ferred to by media descriptions in a session description
may be different. Possibly, some or all of the referred to
content items may be equal and may, e.g., be offered in
a different transmission protocol.
[0018] When a content client receives a session de-
scription comprising a media description he has the op-
tion of using that media description to make a connection
over the network, e.g., to the content server or to some
further content server, and receive the content item re-
ferred to in the media description. It is of advantage to
the user to have an idea in advance whether making this
connection will be worthwhile. However the user is not
always in the best position to make this judgment. In par-
ticular, if information based on network traffic plays a role
the user is at a disadvantage, since he has at best only
a vague idea of his own network traffic, and has no knowl-
edge of network traffic caused by other, e.g., other con-
tent clients on the network.
[0019] Since the system has a network monitor such
information can be added to the session description, by
adding appropriate marking. For example, by recom-
mending some of the media description. Recommending
may be recommending in favor or recommending
against. Multiple marks may be used. Marking may be
explicit or implicit.
[0020] Examples of the type of information that may
be used and which may be derived from past network

traffic include, bandwidth availability, consumed band-
width so far. But also estimation of bandwidth require-
ment, which may also be base on past network traffic.
[0021] Even if the session description contains only
one media description the recommendation is useful,
since a user may prefer not to receive content at all, rather
then having to sit through content which is inappropriate
given the network traffic. The session description may
also comprise multiple media descriptions.
[0022] In an embodiment, the session description com-
prises multiple media descriptions. In a session descrip-
tion wherein multiple media descriptions are available
the recommender can recommend one of the media de-
scriptions above the others.
[0023] In an embodiment, the content distribution sys-
tem comprises a gateway. The network comprises a first
and second network. The content client and the gateway
are connected through the first network. The gateway
and the content server are connected through the second
network. Each one of the connection information enables
the content client to receive over the first and second
network and through the gateway the content item. The
gateway comprises the network monitor for monitoring
network traffic going through the gateway between the
first network and second network.
[0024] A gateway is situated at a convenient place to
collect network information, since all of the network traffic
between the first and the second network passes the
gateway.
[0025] The recommender may mark using the gateway
by sending a recommendation to the gateway. Upon re-
ceiving the recommendation the gateway may perform
the marking.
[0026] One factor which complicates the selection from
multiple media descriptions for the content client, is his
restricted view of the network, i.e., of the first and second
network. The content client is connected through the first
network, i.e., a local network for connecting a content
client to a gateway. The first network typically has rather
liberal bandwidth restrictions. The first network is typically
capable of handling a much larger amount of network
traffic than the second network. For example, the second
network is typically larger than the first network and hence
more likely to contain bandwidth bottle necks. The con-
tent’s client view of the second network is masked by the
large bandwidth of the first network. Moreover, other net-
work devices than the content client may connect to the
gateway and consume part of the second network’s
bandwidth. The content client may not be able to see
network traffic on the first network originating from other
network devices. The gateway is situated in a location in
the network in between the content client and the content
server, and for this reason, the gateway has a much bet-
ter picture of prevailing network conditions. The network
monitor is typically external to the content client. The net-
work client may be combined with other network devices,
e.g, gateway, router, proxy, firewall, etc.
[0027] By giving a recommendation for a particular
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content version, i.e., a media description, based on the
information obtained from the network monitor a more
informed choice can be made than if this recommenda-
tion were made in dependency on the network informa-
tion available at the content client or at the content server.
[0028] Moreover, the system allows users to voluntar-
ily adjust their bandwidth while consuming services to
take other users in the home network into account. These
users may be willing to make concessions concerning
the usage of bandwidth, for instance a video service, if
this means that another user can also view an IPTV chan-
nel. An example of such a situation would be a household
with multiple IPTV set top boxes.
[0029] Bandwidth is only an example of the type of in-
formation that can be obtained by the network monitor
and which information may be relevant to give a recom-
mendation. For example, the network monitor may also
keep track of the total amount of network traffic that
flowed through the gateway in a given timeframe. For
example, the network traffic caused by the content client
and other content clients connected to the same gateway
would typically have to be paid for. For example, the op-
erator of the gateway and/or the content client may have
a subscription allowing a certain amount of network traffic
per time frame, say 5 gigabytes per month. The network
monitor can keep track of the amount of consumed net-
work traffic in the current time frame so far. If the amount
of network traffic allowed by the subscription is nearing,
the recommender may recommend against large content
items which require a lot of network traffic. In this way, it
can be avoided that more than some predetermined
amount of network traffic is exceeded.
[0030] Another advantage of the system is that a list
of media descriptions can be modified or extended with-
out the need of modifying the content server itself.
[0031] The system thus improves the selection of a
content version from a list of multiple content versions at
a client on the basis of network information obtained at
a different location in the network than the client.
[0032] The content distribution system may be used to
distribute a variety of content types, including video, au-
dio and text content and any combination thereof. The
content may also include navigation information, e.g.,
menu information and/or meta information such as de-
scriptions of other content, tags, author information, etc,
such information may be structured in the form of a data
structure. The content may be in a variety of formats,
e.g., MPEG4, MP3, HTML, etc. The content may be a
content stream, intended to be watched as it arrives in
the content client, possibly, after some buffering.
[0033] The content client may comprise, e.g., a com-
puter, e.g., a desktop computer, a laptop, netbook etc, a
set top box, a mobile phone, a PDA, etc.
[0034] The gateway may comprise other network re-
lated devices, e.g., a firewall, a router etc. In an embod-
iment, the gateway connects a first network with a second
network, wherein the first and the second network share
no device or network connections, other than the gate-

way. On the other hand, it may be possible that a device
in the first network is able to communicate with a device
in the second network without using the gateway. For
example, there may be multiple gateways between the
first and second network. For example, out of band com-
munication may be used.
[0035] The content server may be a content system,
using different computers for different purposes. The
content server may comprise a file server for serving the
content files. The content server may comprise a web
server for requesting a session description.
[0036] The content server may comprise a manage-
ment server for sending the session description to the
content client.
[0037] The first network may be a home network. The
first network may be as simple as a single network con-
nection from the content client to the gateway. On the
other hand, it is also possible that multiple content clients
in a larger network connect with the gateway, for exam-
ple, a home network comprising multiple network devic-
es.
[0038] The content client and the gateway are connect-
ed through a first network. The first network may be an
Ethernet network. The first network may comprise a wire-
less network, e.g., a WiFi network. The gateway and the
content server are connected through a second network,
e.g., a business intranet, etc.
[0039] The second network may comprise the Internet.
The second network may comprise a core network and
a proprietary access network for connecting multiple
gateways and multiple first networks to the core network.
The core network may comprise the Internet.
[0040] The session description and/or media descrip-
tion may conform to RFC 4566. For example, a session
description may conform to Section 5 of RFC 4566. How-
ever, it is noted that for the purpose of the invention the
terms session description and/or media description are
not necessarily restricted to those defined in RFC 4566.
For example, a media description may be implemented
as an URL and a session description may be implement-
ed as an HTML page listing multiple of those URL’s. In
that case, the recommender creates a marked HTML
page. A session description may be a digital file compris-
ing the multiple media descriptions in a computer read-
able encoding. The encoding may use characters, such
as ASCII characters, which are also suitable for human
interpretation. The session description may also use a
binary encoding such as Abstract Syntax Notation One
(ASN.1) or External Data Representation (XDR), which
needs a parsing and/or interpretation step before it may
be rendered in a human readable form. A binary encoding
has the advantage that the encoding is shorter.
[0041] The distribution network is configured such that
a session description sent from the content server to the
content client is also obtained at the recommender. For
example, sending the session description from the con-
tent server to the content client may comprise sending
the session description from the content server to the
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gateway. This can be accomplished by sending the ses-
sion description through the second network and the first
network. The gateway can intercept the session descrip-
tion before it reaches the content client, modify the ses-
sion description and then send the marked session de-
scription to the content client to complete the sending of
the session description from the content server to the
content client.
[0042] In an embodiment, the session description is
not sent through the first and second network, but reach-
es the gateway in some other way. For example, the con-
tent client may explicitly forward the session description
to the gateway. The content client may then forward the
session description to the recommender.
[0043] The content server may send the session de-
scription in response to a request, e.g., from the content
client. The content server may also send the session de-
scription without a request, e.g., as an announce that
content is available.
[0044] The network monitor may be integrated with
other network monitoring devices, in particular a firewall.
The recommender may be comprised in the gateway.
[0045] Marking a session description can be done in
multiple ways. For example, additional information may
be added to the session description indicating which me-
dia description contained therein are marked. The addi-
tional information may be concatenated to the session
description, or inserted in the session description. The
session description and additional information may be
contained in two separate files, which are both sent from
the gateway to the content client. The marking may also
be done by modifying the session description in other
ways. For example, an order of the media descriptions
in the session description may be modified, in particular
a marked media description may be moved to a first po-
sition in the order, e.g., towards the top of the session
description. The number of marked media descriptions
may be a predetermined number, in particular it may be
1, or the number may be variable. In an embodiment, it
is avoided to mark all of the multiple media descriptions
if there is more than one media descriptions present in
the session description.
[0046] For example, the session description may be
marked by adding to the amount of bandwidth that should
be used. From this the content client may infer that those
media descriptions having a required bandwidth below
the added amount are marked.
[0047] The recommender may be connected to the net-
work monitor to receive information. For example, the
recommender may receive a digital summary of the net-
work monitoring. For example, the recommender may
receive a number such as the amount of bandwidth cur-
rently available to receive additional content items from
the second network into the first network. For example,
the recommender may receive a number such as the
amount of data, e.g. in kilobytes per second, currently
available to receive additional content items from the sec-
ond network into the first network. The available band-

width at a link is its unused network capacity.
[0048] The recommender is configured to send the
marked session description to the content client, e.g., via
the gateway. The gateway typically uses the first network
for sending the marked session description.
[0049] It also a possibility, that the first and second
network are only used for sending and receiving content
items. Control data such as: requests for a session de-
scription, session descriptions, marked session descrip-
tions etc, may be sent over another channel, e.g., a dif-
ferent network, direct communication, using SMS, mobile
phone traffic, http web traffic etc. For example, the first
and second network may be a cable network suitable for
receiving content, while all or part of the control data uses
the Internet for communication.
[0050] The content client can react to a marked session
description in multiple ways. Following the recommen-
dation, e.g., the marked media description, gives some
assurance to the user that this content is suitable given
the current network conditions.
[0051] One possibility is that the content client accepts
the marked media description as a recommendation but
is otherwise free to disregard the recommendation and
choose an unmarked media descriptions in the session
description. For example, the content client may display
the media description to the user including an indication
which one or ones are marked. The user may take the
risk and choose a media description which is not marked.
Another possibility is that the content client has been con-
figured, e.g., through a preferences menu, to always use
a marked description, e.g., the single marked media de-
scriptions. The content client may also be configured to
ask the user for a choice, but only from marked media
descriptions.
[0052] In an embodiment, the network monitor com-
prises a bandwidth estimator for estimating an amount
of bandwidth available in the network for receiving a con-
tent item. In an embodiment, the network monitor com-
prises a bandwidth estimator for estimating an amount
of bandwidth in the first and second network available
for receiving a content item.
[0053] It is a problem that a content client in a first net-
work is not able to directly see the bandwidth demand
that the first network makes on the second network.
When there are multiple content clients in the first network
this problem is particularly acute. A content client may
not only consume bandwidth independently from other
content clients on the same first network, but also in way
that its bandwidth consumption is not visible to the other
content clients. For example, in a home network multiple
users may be watching a movie, independent from each
other, possibly the users do not even know from each
others activities. At the gateway, where content is re-
ceived in the first network from the second network, it is
possible to obtain information on the amount of band-
width the first network is asking from the second network,
since at this point multiple content receiving sessions for
multiple content clients pass. If the gateway is the only
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point in the network where network traffic enters the first
network from the second network, then the gateway can
make a more accurate assessment of the demand that
the first network makes on the second network.
[0054] This estimated available bandwidth can be
used to make a recommendation for content from the
multiple media descriptions based on bandwidth. In an
embodiment, the multiple media descriptions have re-
spective multiple bandwidth requirements, and the rec-
ommender is configured to mark a media description hav-
ing a bandwidth requirement below the estimated avail-
able bandwidth. In this way the content client is informed
of which content is considered suitable given the current
network conditions.
[0055] If the content client is configured to use a
marked media description, its user has a reasonable as-
surance that watching the content will not cause network
congestion. Causing network congestion is undesirable.
First of all, network congestions may give an unpleasant
viewing experience, since packets may be dropped. If
the latency of the network connection is too high, the
movie may stall frequently to buffer content. There is an-
other reason to avoid network congestion. Other users
of the gateway, e.g., other content client, who may al-
ready be watching content, are also impacted by the con-
gestions. In known systems, a user of a content client
cannot take the other members of his household into ac-
count, since he has no information regarding their band-
width consumption. Unaware of what other people are
watching, he may unconcernedly start a high definition
content download, thus ruining the viewing experience
of other people in the first network. Note, in the known
systems, even if a user wants to take the users into ac-
count, he is unable to. However, using the distribution
system according to the invention, he at least knows that
if he diverges from the recommendation of recommender
he not only risks a bad viewing experience for himself
but also for others on the same network.
[0056] As noted above, the content client may be con-
figured to use a media description which is not marked.
The content client may also be configured to use a
marked media description by default.
[0057] The recommender may be configured to mark
more conservatively when it receives information from
the network monitor that another user is using more than
a particular amount bandwidth. This information may in-
dicate that another user is watching content. In this case,
network congestion influences more than one content
client. Marking more conservatively may be done by re-
ducing the amount of available bandwidth by some per-
centage, say 10%, for the purpose of selecting the media
descriptions for marking.
[0058] The available bandwidth can be obtained in dif-
ferent ways. For example, in an embodiment, network
traffic going through the gateway between the first net-
work and second network is limited to a maximum band-
width, e.g. its capacity. The bandwidth estimator com-
prises a network bandwidth determinator for determining

a current bandwidth of network traffic going through the
gateway between the first network and second network.
The bandwidth estimator is configured for estimating an
amount of available bandwidth by subtracting the current
bandwidth from the maximum bandwidth.
[0059] A router, such as an edge router may also limit
the amount of bandwidth that may be used for a particular
gateway using traffic shaping. Although the actual ca-
pacity of the second network may be higher, effectively,
the maximum bandwidth is limited.
[0060] The bandwidth estimator may be configured
with the maximum bandwidth. The number may be ob-
tained from a network operator, e.g., an operator of the
second network. The maximum bandwidth is related to
the maximum amount of network traffic that could pass
through the gateway in certain situations, e.g., in optimal
situations, or in average situations. The maximum band-
width is a number independent from possible current net-
work traffic. The maximum bandwidth may be obtained
by monitoring current used bandwidth and keeping track
of the maximum current used bandwidth which occurred
in a certain period. The period may be, say, the passed
month. The period may also be unrestricted.
[0061] In an embodiment, the network monitor is con-
figured to measure an accumulated network traffic going
through the gateway between the first and the second
network.
[0062] By keeping track of the total amount of network
traffic going through the gateway in a certain time frame,
say each month, the recommender can make recommen-
dations based on this total. Accumulated network traffic
may comprise only network traffic going into the first net-
work from the second network, or of the other way round,
or of both, etc. In this way it can be avoided to go outside
an amount agreed to in a subscription. Some providers
have a fair use policy wherein they impose penalties on
users who exceed some amount of network traffic. The
recommender can recommend content so that the total
amount of accumulated network traffic stays below a pre-
determined amount.
[0063] For example, if the accumulated network traffic,
e.g., the amount of bytes requested by the first network
from the second network is below some predetermined
number, the recommender may recommend high defini-
tion videos. However, if the accumulated network traffic
is equal to or above the predetermined number, the rec-
ommender may recommend standard definition video.
In this way, the recommender helps to adapt the quality
of the video to the remaining amount of bytes from the
total amount of bytes which may be requested without
incurring some cost. The predetermined number may be
chosen as a percentage of the total amount of bytes, say,
75%.
[0064] In an embodiment, the recommender is config-
ured to remove in dependency upon the network monitor,
one or more of the multiple media descriptions from the
session description to obtain the marked session descrip-
tion.
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[0065] By removing a media description, the gateway
can enforce that the content client is unable to choose
that option. For example, if the gateway can determine
that the currently available bandwidth is insufficient for
the required bandwidth of a media description, it may
remove that media description. For example, the gate-
way may remove a specific media description if the avail-
able bandwidth time a constant is less than the required
bandwidth of the specific media description. For exam-
ple, the constant may be more than 1, say 1.1, if user is
prepared to suffer some network congestion. If the con-
stant is more than 1, only those media descriptions re-
moved with are almost guaranteed to cause network con-
gestion. For example, the constant may be less than 1,
say 0.9, to avoid a content client from selecting a content
item that may cause network congestion. It may also be
left up to the user if he wants to follow a recommendation
as contained in a marked session description or not.
[0066] Removing of media descriptions may also be
used for content filtering. For example, media descrip-
tions referring to content servers who are know to dis-
tribute illegal material or who distribute without proper
authorization from rights holders may be filtered, i.e., re-
moved by the recommender.
[0067] In an embodiment, the content distribution sys-
tem comprises a router, in particular an edge router, in
the second network. The gateway is connected to the
content server through the edge router. A network con-
nection between the gateway and the edge router has a
network capacity lower than a network capacity of a net-
work connection between the content client and the gate-
way.
[0068] It is not unusual for the second network to com-
prise one or more bottlenecks, that is, network connec-
tions with a lower capacity than the first network. Often
one such bottle neck is the connection immediately after
the gateway. Since the gateway is connected to this con-
nection, the gateway has a good view of the bandwidth
which is achievable on this connection. The bottleneck
may also be at different position, e.g., immediately before
the gateway, in the first network.
[0069] In an embodiment, at least one further content
client is connected to the gateway through the first net-
work.
[0070] Having a device for to monitoring the network
and recommender for making recommendations on the
basis of the monitoring is of advantage independent from
the number of content clients on the first network. How-
ever, if there are multiple content clients on the network,
it is only the gateway that has an overview of the total
amount of network traffic caused in the second network
by the first network or the current bandwidth consumed.
Information obtained from the gateway, is therefore likely
to be an accurate reflection of network conditions. Using
this information gives more accurate recommendations.
[0071] In an embodiment, the bandwidth estimator is
configured for determining a change in the estimated
amount of available bandwidth, and the recommender

comprises an updater configured for sending the content
client an updated marked session description based on
the changed estimated amount of available bandwidth.
[0072] A first user who starts watching content, before
a second user, may receive a liberal recommendation
from the recommender, since the amount of available
bandwidth is high. A second user may get a much more
conservative recommendation since the first user is al-
ready consuming a significant amount of bandwidth. In
this situation, the updater can send an update to the first
user recommending that he switches to a different media
descriptor using less bandwidth. Using updated marked
session descriptions enables users who are already
watching a movie takes new users into account and share
bandwidth more fairly.
[0073] A further aspect of the invention concerns a
gateway, for use in a content distribution system com-
prising a content client, the gateway, and a content serv-
er, the gateway being connectable to the content client
through a first network, the gateway being connectable
to the content server through a second network, the gate-
way comprising a network monitor for monitoring network
traffic going through the gateway between the first net-
work and second network, the gateway comprising a re-
ceiver for receiving from the content server a session
description comprising multiple media descriptions, each
one of the multiple media descriptions comprising con-
nection information to enable the content client to receive
over the first and second network and through the gate-
way a content item, the system comprising a recom-
mender configured to mark in dependency upon the net-
work monitor, one or more of the multiple media descrip-
tions in the session description to obtain a marked ses-
sion description, the recommender being configured to
send the marked session description to the content client.
[0074] A further aspect of the invention concerns a
bandwidth estimator for estimating an amount of band-
width available in the network for receiving a content item.
[0075] A further aspect of the invention concerns a
method for distributing content, comprising monitoring
network traffic going through a gateway between a first
network and a second network, receiving a session de-
scription comprising one or more media descriptions,
each one of the one or more media descriptions com-
prising connection information to enable a content client
to receive over the first and second network and through
the gateway a content item, marking in dependency upon
the monitored network traffic, one or more of the multiple
media descriptions in the session description to obtain a
marked session description, and sending the marked
session description to the content client.
[0076] The method may be used in a gateway.
[0077] A method according to the invention may be
implemented on a computer as a computer implemented
method, or in dedicated hardware, or in a combination
of both. Executable code for a method according to the
invention may be stored on a computer program product.
Examples of computer program products include mem-
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ory devices, optical storage devices, integrated circuits,
servers, online software, etc.
[0078] In a preferred embodiment, the computer pro-
gram comprises computer program code means adapted
to perform all the steps of a method according to the
invention when the computer program is run on a com-
puter. Preferably, the computer program is embodied on
a computer readable medium.
[0079] A content distribution system is provided com-
prising a content client and a content server connected
through a network. The content server is configured to
send the content client a session description comprising
at least one media description to enable it to receive over
the network a content item. The system comprises a net-
work monitor for monitoring network traffic going through
the network, and a recommender for marking in depend-
ency upon the network monitor, one or more of the media
descriptions in the session description to obtain a marked
session description. The marked media description rec-
ommends the content client to prefer certain content
above others in view of the current network condition.
For example, if available bandwidth is low, content is rec-
ommended which requires low bandwidth. Network con-
gestion is thereby avoided for all users of the system.
[0080] For completeness it is mentioned that US Pat-
ent, number 7593686, with title "Method and system for
selecting transmission modes for streaming media con-
tent to a wireless handset access technology" discloses
a known system comprising a wireless handset and a
media server. The handset may connect to the media
server in order to receive streaming media content. The
wireless handset may send the media server one or more
indications of the wireless handset’s presentation capa-
bilities. In response, the media server may send the wire-
less handset a list of media content and transmission
modes, and the list of media content and transmission
modes may be tailored, at least in part, based on the
presentation capabilities of the wireless handset. Real-
time media content can be streamed to the wireless hand-
set at different transmission modes, each of which may
consume a different level of bandwidth.
[0081] A user of the wireless handset may then select
from the list of media content, and the media server may
stream the media content to the wireless handset using
the selected transmission mode. The proposed invention
allows the user not only to select from a list, but also give
him a recommended option which can be displayed in a
highlighted manner by the handset thus improving the
user experience. High lighting may be done in number
of manners, e.g., displaying in a contrasting color, differ-
ent, font, underlining, etc.
[0082] The known system does not comprise a gate-
way situated in between the wireless handset and the
media server. An intermediary point between two points
connected through a network provides a better view of
the network, than any one of the end points, e.g., the
wireless handset and the media server. Although the me-
dia server tailors its offering to the mobile handset, it does

this on the basis of information received from the wireless
handset, not on information from a different entity located
at a different place in the network. It is noted that the
tailoring is done at the media server, and not at any other
location in the network.
[0083] The known system does not take the currently
available bandwidth, which may change dynamically, in-
to account, but only a static maximum bandwidth.
[0084] SDP does not support negotiation but is only a
session description format. An SDP session may contain
multiple alternatives offered by a server from which a
client can choose. For instance, the server offers audio
in multiple different audio formats and/or different com-
pression rates. The client who receives the session de-
scription may then select a format that he supports. This
selection can for instance be provided by means of RTSP
setup messages.
[0085] For completeness, it is mentioned that RFC
3264, "An Offer/Answer Model with the Session Descrip-
tion Protocol" uses the Session Description Protocol
(SDP). In the model, one participant offers the other a
description of the desired session from their perspective,
and the other participant answers with the desired ses-
sion from their perspective to arrive at a common view
of a multimedia session between them. This model only
works if both the client and the server have all the needed
information to make an informed decision regarding the
media description which is currently the best option. In
particular, RFC 3264 does not make use of a third entity
in the network different from the content client and the
content server which has access to additional information
unknown to client and server, such as a network monitor
or a recommender, to recommend one of the media de-
scriptions.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0086] The invention is explained in further detail by
way of example and with reference to the accompanying
drawings, wherein:

Figure 1 is a block diagram illustrating a first embod-
iment of the content distribution system according to
the invention,
Figure 2 is a sequence diagram illustrating a possible
exchange of messages according to the invention,
Figure 3a shows an example session description,
Figure 3b shows an example marked session de-
scription,
Figure 4 is a flow chart illustrating a method accord-
ing to the invention.

[0087] Throughout the Figures, similar or correspond-
ing features are indicated by same reference numerals.

List of Reference Numerals:

[0088]
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100 a content distribution system
112 a first content client
114 a second content client
116 a first network connection
120 a gateway
130 a network monitor
135 an updater
140 a recommender
145 a recommender connection
152 a second network connection
154 an edge router
155 a sever connection
150 a content server
210 sending a first request
220 sending a first session description
230 sending a first marked session description
240 sending a second request
250 sending a second session description
260 sending an updated session description
270 sending a second marked session description
300 a session description
310 a first media description
320 a second media description
325 a bandwidth recommendation
350 a marked session description
400 a method for distributing content
410 monitoring network traffic going through a gate-

way between a first network and a second net-
work

420 receiving a session description comprising mul-
tiple media descriptions, each one of the multiple
media descriptions comprising connection infor-
mation to enable a content client to receive over
the first and second network and through the
gateway a content item

430 marking in dependency upon the monitored net-
work traffic, one or more of the multiple media
descriptions in the session description to obtain
a marked session description

440 sending the marked session description to the
content client

450 receiving over the first and second network and
through the gateway a content item correspond-
ing to a marked media description

DETAILED EMBODIMENTS

[0089] While this invention is susceptible of embodi-
ment in many different forms, there is shown in the draw-
ings and will herein be described in detail one or more
specific embodiments, with the understanding that the
present disclosure is to be considered as exemplary of
the principles of the invention and not intended to limit
the invention to the specific embodiments shown and de-
scribed.
[0090] Figure 1 illustrates a content distribution sys-
tem 100 according to the invention with a block diagram.
Content distribution system 100 comprises multiple con-

tent clients, shown are a first content client 112 and a
second content client 114. The system may also be used,
with only a single content client. Content distribution sys-
tem 100 comprises a gateway 120 and a content server
150. The content clients are connected through a first
digital network with gateway 120. Of the network con-
nections in the first network one is shown: a first network
connection 116, connecting the first content client 112
with gateway 120. A network may comprise multiple con-
nections, in a number of network architectures. Content
server 150 is connected with gateway 120 through a sec-
ond network. The second network is typically larger than
the first network.
[0091] The first and/or second network is typically a
best effort network and does not provide any guarantees
regarding the delivery of data packets, such as a certain
Quality of Service (QoS) level. Typically, all content cli-
ents obtain the same best effort service, and network
problems such as throughput, packet loss and high la-
tency are primarily determined by the network load. The
first and/or second network may be based on the internet
protocol (IP).
[0092] Optionally, the second network comprises an
edge router 154. The edge router may be operated by
an Internet Service provider (ISP). Figure 1 shows a sec-
ond network connection 152 from gateway 120 to edge
router 154 and a sever connection 155 from edge router
154 to content server 150. Connections which are shown
here schematically may comprises multiple connections,
routers, etc. The second network may comprise multiple
servers, routers, clients, etc. The network between edge
router 154 and content server 150 may be referred to as
the edge network or the core network.
[0093] The network between gateway 120 and edge
router 154 may be an access network, i.e., the network
which connects the first network, say a home network,
with the edge network. The access network often has a
limited capacity, e.g., limited to a maximum bandwidth.
A typical example is a DSL connection with a capacity of
12 Mbit/s. This capacity allows for the distribution of, for
instance, one 8 Mbit/s IPTV stream from the Video Server
in the edge network to a Video Client in the home network.
[0094] Second network connection 152 typically has a
lower bandwidth than first network connection 116 and/or
server connection 155. Typically, when a content client
receives content from content server 150 then the max-
imum through put, the maximum bandwidth, is limited by
the maximum bandwidth of second network connection
152. The network, i.e., the first and/or second network,
may comprise further or other bottlenecks. Second net-
work connection 152 is also referred to as the access link.
[0095] Multiple users located in the same first network
may want to watch different IPTV streams simultaneous-
ly. The access link capacity might be too small to support
multiple concurrent video services. For example, the de-
livery of two 8 Mbit/s video streams over a 12 Mbit access
link to two content clients will lead to problems in the
playback of these streams. In this case both content cli-
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ents will receive impaired video streams.
[0096] If the network load from the second network on
edge router 154 increases beyond the capacity of second
network connection 152, then edge router 154 will typi-
cally drop network packets. This will lead to impairments
in any video stream which is going over second network
connection 152, resulting in degraded quality for both
users.
[0097] Gateway 120 comprises a network monitor 130
for monitoring network traffic going between the first net-
work and the second network. Network monitor 130 may
be restricted to the monitoring of network traffic going
into the first network, e.g., from the second network. If
most circumstances this will give good results, since typ-
ically when there is a bandwidth problem it would be
caused by the second network generating too much traf-
fic towards the first network. Monitor 130 may, alterna-
tively monitor network traffic going out of the first network.
Monitor 130 may monitor all traffic going through the gate-
way.
[0098] Content distribution system 100 further com-
prises a recommender 140. The recommender is config-
ured to receive information from network monitor 130
over a recommender connection 145. Recommender
140 may be positioned at various places in the network,
e.g., in gateway 120, content server 150 or in a content
client.
[0099] Use of content distribution system 100 is illus-
trated using the sequence diagram shown in Figure 2.
The progress of time is illustrated in figure 2, as going
from the top of the figure to the bottom. We will suppose
that second content client 114 is the first to request con-
tent from content server 150, and to use second network
connection 152. Second content client 114 sends a first
request 210 to content server 150. Content server 150
responds by sending a first session description 220. As
the first session description passes through the network,
it eventually arrives at gateway 120. Since the network
is at this point mostly idle, recommender 140 may rec-
ommend the highest quality media description contained
in the first session description. Gateway 120 sends a first
marked session description 230 to second content client
114. Second content client 114, possibly followed by one
or more other content clients in the first network starts
receiving content from a content server (not shown in
figure 2), such as content server 150. These content re-
ceiving sessions consume part of the bandwidth capacity
of second network connection 152. For example, a user
of second content client 114 may be watching a High
Definition (HD) IPTV stream on second content client
114, e.g., a PC. The content is received in the first network
through gateway 120. The network traffic caused by the
received content is monitored by network monitor 130.
For example, network monitor 130 counts the number of
bits that flows into the first network per second, i.e., the
current used bandwidth. Network monitor 130 may also
keep track of the highest maximum used bandwidth
which occurred in the past month, or ever, e.g., using a

moving average calculation or some other calculation.
The highest maximum used bandwidth may be used as
a maximum bandwidth, i.e., an estimate for the capacity
of the network, in particular of connection 152. It may be
then assumed that the network traffic that may go through
the gateway between the first network and second net-
work is limited to the maximum bandwidth.
[0100] Network monitor 130 may determine the current
available bandwidth by subtracting the current used
bandwidth from the maximum bandwidth. Recommender
140 receives current available bandwidth from network
monitor 130 over recommender connection 145. Alter-
natively, recommender 140 may also receive the current
used bandwidth and the maximum bandwidth and calcu-
late the current available bandwidth from this information.
[0101] At some point content server 150 sends first
content client 112 a second session description 250. The
second session description is intercepted at gateway
120. Content server 150 may have been triggered to send
the second session description by a request which was
previously received from first content client 112, e.g.,
over the network. For example, first content client 112
has previously sent a second request 240 to content serv-
er 150. For example, a user of first content client 112
selects, e.g., through an EPG, a movie for first content
client 112, e.g., a Set Top Box (STB). First content client
112 queries a content server 150 for a description of the
content. The content server replies with at least a session
description message, for instance an RFC 4566 Session
Description Protocol (SDP) message.
[0102] The SDP message may provide meta-data
about the session, e.g., the author, the title, contact in-
formation etc. The SDP message may provide different
media formats in which the selected content item can be
delivered, e.g., which transport protocols, video format,
audio format etc. For example, it may contain descriptors
indicating a multi layer SVC stream, say a 5 layer SVC
stream (see below).
[0103] Session description messages can be offered
in various formats, for instance plain text, xml, or SDP
format and can be transmitted from content server 150
to first content client 112 in several manners, e.g., using
the RTSP protocol, SIP, HTTP, SAP announcements,
etc.
[0104] Content server 150 may also send first content
client 112 the session description of its own accord with-
out a request from a content client, for example to an-
nounce the availability of new or updated content. In this
case, there is no sending of the second request 240. The
session description may be broadcasted by content serv-
er 150 to multiple content clients, e.g., the content clients
connected to gateway 120.
[0105] The session description sent from content serv-
er 150 is transmitted over server connection 155 to edge
router 154 and from there to gateway 120 over second
network connection 152. Gateway 120 intercepts the
session description, for example, using deep packed in-
spection. Gateway 120 transmits the intercepted session
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description to recommender 140 over recommender con-
nection 145.
[0106] Recommender 140 inspects the session de-
scription that was received from content server 150. It
determines media descriptions which are embedded in
the session description. Recommender 140 also tries to
determine for each media description what bandwidth is
required. The required bandwidth may be included in the
session description. The required bandwidth may also
be determined on the basis of the intended use of the
content. For example, from an attribute of the content,
such as resolution, frames per second, color depth, etc,
the required bandwidth may also be determined or esti-
mated. If recommender 140 fails to establish a required
bandwidth for a media description, recommender 140
may ignore it, not mark it, or even remove the media
description from the session description.
[0107] The bandwidth requirement may also be deter-
mined on the basis of a history of received content. For
example, the recommender may store a history of re-
ceived media descriptions which were used by a content
client. The recommender further stores the amount of
bandwidth the media description required. When the re-
quired bandwidth is needed for a received media descrip-
tion, it can be determined by the recommender if it is
equal to a stored media description, and if so the stored
amount of used bandwidth may be used as an estimate
for the requirement of the currently received media de-
scription.
[0108] For each media description, network monitor
130 may determine from its required bandwidth and the
available bandwidth if the network is currently capable
of transmitting the content from content server 150 to first
content client 112 over the second and first network, with-
out causing network congestion, i.e., network monitor
130 verifies if the required bandwidth is less than the
available bandwidth. Network monitor 130 may also take
a safety margin into account. For example, by verifying
that the required bandwidth is less than the available
bandwidth times a certain number, say, 0.9.
[0109] Recommender 140 marks media descriptions
in the session description according to a marking
scheme. For example, recommender 140 may mark any
media description whose required bandwidth is below
the current available bandwidth. For example, recom-
mender 140 may mark only one media description,
namely the media description with the highest bandwidth
requirement, yet whose bandwidth requirement is below
the current available bandwidth. In case none of the me-
dia description has a required bandwidth which is below
the current available bandwidth, recommender 140 may
mark none of the media descriptions, or instead the me-
dia description with the lowest required bandwidth. Many
alternative marking schemes are possible.
[0110] Gateway 120 may receive from recommender
140 the recommended media descriptions in the session
description and mark the recommended session descrip-
tions accordingly, and transmit it to first content client 112

through the first network.
[0111] Gateway 120 may receive from recommender
140 the marked session description. Gateway 120 can
transmits it to first content client 112 through the first net-
work. Alternatively, the marked session description is
sent by the recommender to the client without using the
gateway.
[0112] Recommender 140 uses network monitor 130,
e.g. for monitoring of the access network traffic and the
access link capacity to determine what video services
can be supported. Network monitor 130 may operate im-
plicitly, e.g. as a forced or transparent network monitor
130, wherein all session establishment related informa-
tion passes network monitor 130. Network monitor 130
may operate explicitly, e.g., the content clients connect
to content server 150 via network monitor 130. As session
information passes through the network monitor 130, the
network monitor 130 can maintain all current sessions
and thus keep track of the bandwidth usage of different
sessions.
[0113] The network monitor may be, but is not neces-
sarily, comprised in the gateway. The network monitor
may receive network information from the gateway.
[0114] Recommender 140 analyzes the session de-
scriptions to determine the bandwidth requirements for
the session and the structure of the session, e.g., how
the respective layers are delivered. Recommender 140
may add recommendations to the session description
regarding the amount of bandwidth that should be used.
[0115] A recommendation, i.e., a marking of the ses-
sion description, regarding the amount of bandwidth that
should be used can be in several forms. For example,
one or more of the media descriptions may be marked
directly by adding a reference to the marked media de-
scription to the session description. Marking of the ses-
sion description may also comprise adding the recom-
mended amount of bandwidth, e.g., the available amount
of bandwidth to the session descriptions, adding the rec-
ommended subset of SVC video layers. In case a session
description offers content in multiple audio and/or video
codecs, then media descriptions may be marked by re-
ferring to the recommended video and/or audio codec.
In case a video is offered in low/mid/high setting, then
media descriptions may be marked by referring to a rec-
ommended video preset.
[0116] Gateway 120 sends the second marked ses-
sion description 270 to first content client 112. After first
content client 112 has received the marked session de-
scription he has the option of following the recommen-
dation from recommender 140. If first content client 112
follows the recommendation from recommender 140,
there is a reasonable expectation that the additional net-
work traffic by watching a marked media description will
not cause network congestion, e.g., network congestion
on second network connection 152.
[0117] If recommender 140 determines that a different
content client on the first network is using a lot of band-
width, say second content client 114, which blocks first
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content client 112 from obtaining reasonable quality con-
tent without causing network congestion, then recom-
mender 140 may send second content client 114 an up-
dated marked session description 260. For example, rec-
ommender 140 may optionally comprise an updater 135
for determining if changed bandwidth condition, e.g., due
to changed, e.g., increased, demand from the first net-
work or due to a change in supply from the second net-
work, merits sending an update. The updated marked
session description gives a new recommendation, adapt-
ed to a different available bandwidth. If second content
client 114 follows the recommendation, then both first
content client 112 and second content client 114 may be
able to watch reasonable quality content.
[0118] Similarly, when the available bandwidth in-
creases, e.g., because some of the content clients stop
watching the content, then recommender 140 may send
an updated marked session description to indicate that
the client may switch to content with a higher required
bandwidth without additional risk of causing network con-
gestion. First content client 112 and/or second content
client 114 may be configured to follow an updated marked
session description automatically.
[0119] Updated marked session descriptions are par-
ticular advantageous when combined with scalable video
coding (SVC, further described below). SVC allows for
the dynamic delivery of enhancement layers, allowing
graceful degradation or improvement of the video serv-
ice, without playback issues. A client who watches con-
tent encoded with SVC may switch to a media description
with a different number of layers, without experiencing a
glitch in the playback.
[0120] It is of advantage to combine updated marked
session descriptions with the possibility to remove media
description with a bandwidth requirement. The content
client may be configured to stop receiving the content
associated with the removed media description. The rec-
ommender can thus arrange the bandwidth consumption
in the entire first network in a more efficient manner.
[0121] A content client may periodically query recom-
mender 140, using a polling or call-back mechanism to
check for updates. Recommender 140 may announce
the updated recommendations, for instance via an RTSP
announce messages or an UPnP event.
[0122] By adding bandwidth recommendations by
marking a session description, new sessions can be set-
up without causing network congestion to occur, which
would affect both the user initiating the session and other
users already in sessions. Users can obtain network re-
sources in an unmanaged network without a trial and
error approach. If multiple users are watching a content
stream then a trial and error approach will negatively im-
pact all users.
[0123] Gateway 120, in particular network monitor 130
may also monitor request for session descriptions com-
ing from the first network and going to the second net-
work, e.g., request 210 or 240. A request for a session
description may comprise information on capabilities of

the content client. This information may be used in addi-
tion to other information, e.g. available bandwidth infor-
mation. For example, if from the request it can be deter-
mined that the content client has a client bandwidth max-
imum, the maximum amount of bandwidth that can be
used by the content client, the recommender can avoid
recommending content with a higher bandwidth require-
ment. For example, a device capable of displaying SD
video had a corresponding client bandwidth maximum.
The recommender can recommend against HD content
which has a bandwidth requirement above the client
bandwidth maximum. Gateway 120, in particular network
monitor 130, may store client capabilities in a storage
medium, for future use.
[0124] Message 260 could be omitted altogether; In
that case, client 112 receives in message 270 a recom-
mendation to use a low bandwidth version of the content.
[0125] In an embodiment, messages 260 and 270 may
be as follows. Message 260 request client 114 to volun-
tary switch to content requiring less bandwidth than client
114 is currently consuming. Client 114 may or may not
accept this recommendation. Message 270 comprises a
recommendation based on the currently available
amount of bandwidth, assuming client 114 does not
switch. Note that there is no need for gateway 120 to wait
for a reply to message 260 before sending message 270.
Message 270 may comprise an explicit indication for cli-
ent 112 that an updated marked session description has
been sent to a different content client to free up band-
width. Message 270 may be implicitly so interpreted by
client 112. Client 112 then has the option of connecting
for content with a lower bandwidth requirement, and poll
gateway 120, in particular recommender 140, after some
predetermined time period, e.g., after 10 seconds, if the
available bandwidth has increased. If so, content client
112 may receive an updated marked session description
(not shown in figure 2). Client 112’s updated marked ses-
sion description may also be sent on the initiative of gate-
way 120, etc. This solution is well suited for unmanaged
networks. It is compatible with implementations, e.g., net-
work software, which is not adapted for regulating band-
width in order to obtain a guaranteed quality of service.
Instead, the users can voluntary distribute the available
bandwidth among them selves on a voluntary basis. No
changes are needed to the low-level network infrastruc-
ture in the first network.
[0126] The order of messages 260 and 270 may be
interchanged, i.e., message 270 is sent first, recom-
mending a low bandwidth content version to client 112,
after which an updated marked session description is
sent to client 114. If the network monitor notes that more
bandwidth is available, either because client 114 followed
the updated recommendation or for some other reason,
an updated marked session description may be sent to
client 112, recommending a higher bandwidth recom-
mendation.
[0127] A service running on a content client may not
follow a recommendation in a marked session descrip-
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tion. As a result, congestion in the network may occur,
leading to a reduction in service experience. This could
also be the case with other types of applications compet-
ing for traffic, such as bandwidth-hogging applications
such as peer-to peer based data transfers, e.g. Bittorrent.
To address this problem, the invention could be com-
bined with other approaches to prevent some applica-
tions of using too many resources, in particular network
resources such as available bandwidth. For example, re-
source allocation and scheduling techniques may be
combined with the invention, including known techniques
such as: Fair queuing, Weighted queuing, Priority queu-
ing and Class based queuing.
[0128] Services adhering to the bandwidth recommen-
dations may be assigned to a higher priority traffic class
while other traffic could automatically be assigned to a
lower priority class. For example, a service running on a
content client which does not recognize or ignores the
recommendations, e.g. the markings, in the session de-
scription may be placed in lower priority class.
[0129] For example, for video services a guaranteed
bandwidth of 15 mbit/s may be allocated, while for other
traffic only a guaranteed bandwidth of 3 mbit/s is allocat-
ed. All video services combined can use 15 mbit/s which
a recommender, e.g. in a proxy or gateway will help to
divide. All other services may use at least use 3 mbit/s
and optionally more (namely the portion of the bandwidth
allocated for the video service which is currently not used
or needed by video services).
[0130] In this way, "compliant services", i.e., services
who recognize and follow bandwidth recommendation
only compete for bandwidth with other compliant servic-
es.
[0131] Below further details and/or embodiments
and/or parts thereof are discussed.
[0132] Multiple media descriptions having different
bandwidth requirements may be obtained using Scalable
Video Coding (SVC). A video encoded with scalable vid-
eo coding comprises multiple different layers, which may
be incrementally combined to provide progressive en-
hancements. A scalable video may comprise a base lay-
er, providing a basic representation of the video signal
and optionally comprises one or more enhancement lay-
ers, which enhance the base layer to provide a higher
video resolution, frame rate and/or video quality. SVC
video allows for servicing video to different kind of end
devices, which have their respective constraints: screen
size, processing power, etc. SVC video layers can be
transmitted independently, allowing for flexible delivery
of video streams.
[0133] One possibility is to refer in the media descrip-
tion to the same SVC encoded video, wherein different
media descriptions require a different number of en-
hancement layers. Although each media description re-
fers to the same video, they have different bandwidth
requirements since they refer to a different number of
layers. SVC is described more fully in ITU-T recommen-
dation h.264: Advanced video coding for generic audio-

visual services (03/2009).
[0134] A further possibility is for content server 150 to
offer multiple versions of the same video stream in dif-
ferent bit rates. Connection information of different video
streams may be recorded in different media descriptions.
A lower bit rate version of a video stream may be obtained
by using less bytes to describe the images, e.g., using a
different compression factor or by transcoding it to a lower
resolution or by some other suitable method.
[0135] Estimation of the (current) available bandwidth
may be done in a variety of ways. For example, gateway
120 may comprise an access link capacity determinator
for determining the maximum capacity of the access link,
a used network bandwidth determinator for monitoring
the current throughput of the access link and an available
bandwidth estimator for estimating the amount of avail-
able bandwidth based on the access link capacity and
the current throughput level.
[0136] To determine the effective access link capacity
(the available bandwidth), several mechanisms are pos-
sible.

- gateway 120 may have access to management in-
formation, which can be retrieved for instance via
SNMP of TR-69.

- network monitor 130 may periodically poll the current
traffic rate. For example, polling edge router 154,
e.g., using SNMP, to retrieve the current traffic rate
and the maximum reported value. Using a weighed
average function the network monitor 130 can es-
tablish a mean value of the available access link ca-
pacity.

- network monitor 130 can periodically start a test file
transfer with a server, e.g. a web server, e.g., content
server 150, to determine the maximum bandwidth.

[0137] Bandwidth estimation tools are given in Strauss
J. et al. "A Measurement Study of Available Bandwidth
Estimation Tools".
[0138] Network monitor 130 could monitor the peak
levels of the throughput of the connection. For example,
if the throughput never exceeds 20 Mbit/s, this value
could be taken as an upper limit for the access link ca-
pacity.
[0139] Monitoring of the currently used bandwidth, in
particular, monitoring how much of second network con-
nection 152’s bandwidth is currently used, can be done
in a number of ways. Network data traffic from the first
network to the access network, and vice versa, passes
gateway 120. Gateway 120 is typically capable of deter-
mining the amount of traffic passing from the first network
to the access link, which is often the low bandwidth con-
nection and vice versa. Alternatively, this information can
be obtained from a separate router, e.g., edge router 154,
via a software function call or by means of network man-
agement protocols such as SNMP (RFC 1157, RFC 2578
and RFC 2571).
[0140] Alternatively the network monitor 130 can keep
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track of all currently ongoing sessions and their band-
width requirements. The amount of bandwidth used could
then be determined by adding the bandwidth require-
ments of all ongoing sessions.
[0141] The amount of available bandwidth may also
be estimated based on capacity of second network con-
nection 152 and the current throughput level. The amount
of available bandwidth may be estimated based on the
total access link capacity and the current bandwidth us-
age level, e.g., by subtracting the used bandwidth from
the total bandwidth to obtain the available bandwidth.
[0142] Based on this availability, a recommendation
for a new session can then be given, the recommended
bandwidth being at most the available bandwidth. Typi-
cally, a margin of 10-20% is used to account for fluctua-
tions in the network traffic.
[0143] Gateway 120 may be an intermediary who acts
as both a server and a content client for the purpose of
retrieving resources or resource manifestations on behalf
of other content clients. Gateway 120 may be or comprise
a proxy. In an embodiment, all communication between
the user and a content server is mediated by the gateway
120, allowing the recommender 140 to add recommen-
dations to session description messages transmitted be-
tween the users and the content servers.
[0144] The network monitor 130 can detect new ses-
sions implicitly or explicitly.
[0145] Using implicit session detection, network mon-
itor 130 detects new sessions by intercepting the session
establishment messages from a content client to a con-
tent server and vice versa. This interception may occur
in gateway 120. Gateway 120 may intercept session es-
tablishment messages by analyzing packets flowing
through it. Session establishment packets can be detect-
ed and selected by means of, but not limited to, the fol-
lowing criteria.

- Protocol port number: Session establishment proto-
cols such as RTSP, SIP, HTTP and RTMP typically
use a fixed destination or source port. For instance
RTSP messages are typically send via port 554 or
8554, SIP messages via port 5060 and 5061. HTTP
and RTMP messages typically use port 80

- Network addresses. The network monitor 130 may
have access to a list of the addresses of well know
content servers. This list could be configured by the
user, received from a web service or composed from
previous sessions for with the network monitor 130
was used. A Video Service may intercept all traffic
from or to these addresses.

- Deep packet inspection, e.g., scanning all packets
(header + content) for information matching prede-
fined session establishment identifiers.

[0146] Network monitor 130 may also detect new ses-
sions using explicit session detection. In this mode a con-
tent client, e.g., first content client 112, transmits new
session setup requests via the gateway 120. For exam-

ple, the content client explicitly transmits new requests
to the gateway 120, which can then forward the message
on behalf of the client. A message from the content server
150 will be sent to gateway 120, which will forward the
message to the content client.
[0147] Determining bandwidth requirements may be
done in a number of ways. For example, when network
monitor 130 detects a new session request, the network
monitor 130 or recommender 140 analyzes the session
description in the session request (or response). The ses-
sion description is stored in a message format such as
the Session Description Protocol (RFC 4566). SDP mes-
sages contain meta-information about the session, e.g.,
multimedia session, which is being setup: a description
of the session, the transport protocols to transfer the RTP
data; network addressing; audio and video formats that
can be used; bandwidth requirements, etc. The network
monitor 130 or recommender 140 parses the session de-
scription messages to detect parameters indicating the
bandwidth requirements for a session. The session de-
scription messages for instance could contain:

- bandwidth requirements for a session;
- various alternatives for sessions, including alterna-

tive bandwidth requirements (for instance a video is
offered in two video formats)

- Layer information, with bandwidth requirements per
layer. An example would be a Scalable Video Coding
(SVC) session with a base layer and one or more
enhancement layers

[0148] Below we provide an example of a recommen-
dation. Based on the determined bandwidth require-
ments the recommender 140 determines what session
alternatives are possible. Consider the following, first ex-
ample:

The access links capacity (Bandwidth total) = 6
Mbit/s
The current bandwidth usage (Bandwidth used) = 3
Mbit/s
Available bandwidth is determined as the difference
6-3 = 3 Mbit/s

[0149] The session offer from content server 150 con-
tains two alternatives, e.g., two media descriptions:

- a High Definition video stream requiring 4 Mbit/s
- a Standard Definition video stream requiring 2 Mbit/s

[0150] Mbit/s stands for Megabit per second.
The recommender 140 determines that the High Defini-
tion session will result in network issues, since the re-
quired bandwidth (4 Mbit/s) is higher than the available
bandwidth (2 Mbit/s) network monitor 130 adds a band-
width recommendation for the Standard Definition ses-
sion to the session description being sent to the content
client. The bandwidth recommendation may be ex-
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pressed by adding information to the session description
representing that the recommended bandwidth is 3
Mbit/s. The bandwidth recommendation may be ex-
pressed by adding information to the session description
representing an indication of the standard definition video
stream.
[0151] A bandwidth recommendation of 0 may signal
a recommendation that the network is too unreliable or
has too low available bandwidth for any meaningful con-
tent transmission.
[0152] Consider the following, second example:

The access links capacity = 6 Mbit/s
The current bandwidth usage = 3 Mbit/s
Available bandwidth is determined as the difference
6-3 = 3 Mbit/s

[0153] The session offer from a content server contains
a Scalable Video Coding session with the following pa-
rameters:

- the base layer requires 1 Mbit/s
- a first enhancement layer requires 2 Mbit/s
- a second enhancement layer requires an additional

2 Mbit/s

[0154] The recommender 140 determines that the
base layer and first enhancement layer can be transmit-
ted given the current network conditions adds a band-
width recommendation for the base layer and the first
enhancement layer. For example, recommender 140
adds information representing ’total 2 layers, i.e. one
base and one enhancement layer’. For example, recom-
mender 140 adds information indicating the first en-
hancement layer, the content client inferring that the base
layer would also be needed.
[0155] Below an example of bandwidth recommenda-
tion using the Session Description Protocol is given.
[0156] Consider a streaming audio session where the
server offers the audio in two variants: an audio stream
with a bit rate of 32 kbit/s and an audio stream with a bit
rate of 64 kbit/s. The current available access link band-
width is 40 kbit/s. content server 150 transmits the SDP
session description shown in Figure 3a to first content
client 112. On its way to first content client 112, the ses-
sion description arrives at gateway 120 where it is inter-
cepted.
[0157] The fields used in the session description are
explained in RFC 4566. In particular the fields indicated
with a ’=’ are explained in Section 5 thereof. Connection
information is provided with the line starting with ’c=’
[0158] A line beginning with ’m=’ starts a new media
description. The session description shown in Figure 3a
has two media descriptions, indicated with 310 and 320.
The lines starting with ’b=’ are bandwidth information
lines. Each shown media description has a bandwidth
information line. Recommender 140 may determine the
required bandwidth of a media description from the band-

width information lines.
[0159] This message is parsed by recommender 140,
which identifies the two audio streams and the bandwidth
requirements given by the b=AS:32 and b=AS:64 at-
tributes.
[0160] Supposing, as an example, that the available
bandwidth in the access link is limited to 40 kbit/s, rec-
ommender 140 will recommend the first audio stream.
This recommendation may be given by the following ses-
sion attribute:

a=recomsessionbw:32

[0161] This attribute is added to the SDP description
to obtain a marked session description which is then for-
warded to the content client. The marked session de-
scription is shown in Figure 3b. Apart from the added
line, the marked session description is the same as the
session description received in gateway 120 from content
server 150. The added line is indicated with reference
number 325.
[0162] First content client 112 parses the marked SDP
file and detects the provided bandwidth recommendation
(32 kbit/s). Based on this information first content client
112 may decide to use the media description 310. First
content client 112 may also be configured to use the in-
dicated media description 310 by default. Indicating me-
dia description with a bandwidth recommendation
number as above, is particularly efficient is multiple me-
dia descriptions have a bandwidth requirement below the
available bandwidth.
[0163] Instead of providing a recommended bandwidth
number, recommender 140 may also identify the media
stream that fulfils the bandwidth constraints, by means
of the RTP payload type number; Line 325 in Figure 3b
may be replaced by the following:

a=recomsessionid :96

[0164] First content client 112 parses this marked SDP
description and see the identifier for the recommended
media stream (the first audio stream). Identifying a par-
ticular media description, e.g., by reference to a refer-
ence number of the media description, is particularly ef-
ficient if one or a few media description are to be singled
out. For example, if multiple media descriptions have a
bandwidth requirement below the available bandwidth,
but one is of a higher quality than the other, then it may
be identified by reference.
[0165] The recommender may also remove an un-
marked media description from the session description.
For example, media description 320 could be removed
from the session description.
[0166] If the available bandwidth in the access link
were limited to 80 kbit/s, recommender 140 may recom-
mend the second audio stream, e.g., with the line
a=recomsessionbw:64. Marking the second audio
stream (320) may also be done by moving the marked
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stream to the top of the media descriptions, in this case,
by reverting the order of 310 and 320 in the session de-
scription.
[0167] These are mere example implementations of
how the recommendation could be signalled in an SDP
description and should not be seen as the only methods
to signal bandwidth recommendations in an SDP descrip-
tion.
[0168] In a further embodiment, edge router 154 may
assume the role of gateway for the purpose of the inven-
tion. Edge router 154 connects two networks with each
other, routing traffic between the one network and the
other. Edge router 154 may comprise network monitor
130, and/or recommender 140.
[0169] It is noted that the invention may also be used
without a gateway. For example, in a content distribution
system comprising a content client and a content server,
the content client and the content server being connected
through a network, the content server being configured
to send to the content client a session description com-
prising one or multiple media descriptions, each one of
the media descriptions comprising connection informa-
tion to enable the content client to receive over the net-
work a content item, wherein the system comprises a
bandwidth estimator for estimating an amount of availa-
ble bandwidth in the first and second network available
for receiving a further content item, the system comprises
a recommender configured to mark in dependency upon
the amount of available bandwidth, one or more of the
multiple media descriptions in the session description to
obtain a marked session description, the recommender
being configured to send the marked session description
to the content client. This system may be combined with
suitable features of content distribution system compris-
ing a gateway.
[0170] Figure 4 illustrates using a flow chart a method
400 according to the invention. The part of the flowchart
400 indicated with reference number 445 may be exe-
cuted in a gateway and/or recommender, e.g., gateway
120 and recommender 140. Flowchart element 410 illus-
trates monitoring network traffic going through a gateway
between a first network and a second network. Flowchart
element 420 illustrates receiving a session description
comprising multiple media descriptions, each one of the
multiple media descriptions comprising connection infor-
mation to enable a content client to receive over the first
and second network and through the gateway a content
item. Flowchart element 430 illustrates marking in de-
pendency upon the monitored network traffic, one or
more of the multiple media descriptions in the session
description to obtain a marked session description. Flow-
chart element 440 illustrates sending the marked session
description to the content client. Flowchart element 450
illustrates receiving over the first and second network
and through the gateway a content item corresponding
to a marked media description. Receiving a content item
corresponding to a marked media description may be
done in a content client, e.g., first content client 112, and

is enabled by the information in a marked media descrip-
tion.
[0171] The session description received in flowchart
element 420 may also comprise a single media descrip-
tion. In that case the recommender can recommend in
favor or against using the single media description.
[0172] Many different ways of executing the method
are possible, as will be apparent to a person skilled in
the art. For example, the order of the steps can be varied
or some steps may be executed in parallel. Moreover, in
between steps other method steps may be inserted ei-
ther. The inserted steps may represents refinements of
the method such as described herein, or may be unre-
lated to the method. For example, monitoring network
traffic may be done in parallel to any one of the other
method steps. Moreover, a given step may not have fin-
ished completely before a next step is started.
[0173] A method according to the invention may be
executed using software, which comprises instructions
for causing a processor system to perform method 400.
Software may only include steps taken by a gateway de-
vice, or only those taken by a content client. The software
may be stored in a suitable storage medium, such as a
hard disk, a floppy, a memory, etc. The software may be
sent as a signal along a wire, or wireless, or using a data
network, e.g., the Internet. The software may be made
available for download and/or for remote usage on a serv-
er.
[0174] It will be appreciated that the invention also ex-
tends to computer programs, particularly computer pro-
grams on or in a carrier, adapted for putting the invention
into practice. The program may be in the form of source
code, object code, a code intermediate source and object
code such as partially compiled form, or in any other form
suitable for use in the implementation of the method ac-
cording to the invention. It will also be appreciated that
such a program may have many different architectural
designs. For example, a program code implementing the
functionality of the method or system according to the
invention may be subdivided into one or more subrou-
tines. Many different ways to distribute the functionality
among these subroutines will be apparent to the skilled
person. The subroutines may be stored together in one
executable file to form a self-contained program. Such
an executable file may comprise computer executable
instructions, for example, processor instructions and/or
interpreter instructions (e.g. Java interpreter instruc-
tions). Alternatively, one or more or all of the subroutines
may be stored in at least one external library file and
linked with a main program either statically or dynami-
cally, e.g. at run-time. The main program contains at least
one call to at least one of the subroutines. Also, the sub-
routines may comprise function calls to each other. An
embodiment relating to a computer program product
comprises computer executable instructions corre-
sponding to each of the processing steps of at least one
of the methods set forth. These instructions may be sub-
divided into subroutines and/or be stored in one or more
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files that may be linked statically or dynamically. Another
embodiment relating to a computer program product
comprises computer executable instructions corre-
sponding to each of the means of at least one of the
systems and/or products set forth. These instructions
may be subdivided into subroutines and/or be stored in
one or more files that may be linked statically or dynam-
ically.
[0175] The carrier of a computer program may be any
entity or device capable of carrying the program. For ex-
ample, the carrier may include a storage medium, such
as a ROM, for example a CD ROM or a semiconductor
ROM, or a magnetic recording medium, for example a
floppy disc or hard disk. Furthermore, the carrier may be
a transmissible carrier such as an electrical or optical
signal, which may be conveyed via electrical or optical
cable or by radio or other means. When the program is
embodied in such a signal, the carrier may be constituted
by such cable or other device or means. Alternatively,
the carrier may be an integrated circuit in which the pro-
gram is embedded, the integrated circuit being adapted
for performing, or for use in the performance of, the rel-
evant method.
[0176] It should be noted that the above-mentioned
embodiments illustrate rather than limit the invention, and
that those skilled in the art will be able to design many
alternative embodiments without departing from the
scope of the appended claims. In the claims, any refer-
ence signs placed between parentheses shall not be con-
strued as limiting the claim. Use of the verb "comprise"
and its conjugations does not exclude the presence of
elements or steps other than those stated in a claim. The
article "a" or "an" preceding an element does not exclude
the presence of a plurality of such elements. The inven-
tion may be implemented by means of hardware com-
prising several distinct elements, and by means of a suit-
ably programmed computer. In the device claim enumer-
ating several means, several of these means may be
embodied by one and the same item of hardware. The
mere fact that certain measures are recited in mutually
different dependent claims does not indicate that a com-
bination of these measures cannot be used to advantage.

Claims

1. A content distribution system (100) comprising a
content client (112, 114) and a content server (150),

- the content client and content server being con-
nected through a network,
- the content server being configured to send to
the content client a session description compris-
ing at least one media description, each one of
the at least one media descriptions comprising
connection information to enable the content cli-
ent to receive over the network a content item,
- the system comprises a network monitor (130)

for monitoring network traffic going through the
network,
- the system comprises a recommender (140)
configured to mark in dependency upon the net-
work monitor, one or more of the media descrip-
tions in the session description to obtain a
marked session description, the recommender
being configured to send the marked session
description as a recommendation to the content
client.

2. A content distribution system as in any one of the
preceding claims, wherein the network monitor com-
prises a bandwidth estimator for estimating an
amount of bandwidth available in the network for re-
ceiving a content item.

3. A content distribution system as in claim 2, wherein

- the bandwidth estimator is configured for de-
termining a change in the estimated amount of
available bandwidth, and
- the recommender comprises an updater con-
figured for sending the content client an updated
marked session description based on the
changed estimated amount of available band-
width.

4. A content distribution system (100) as in any one of
the preceding claims comprising a gateway,

- the network comprising a first and second net-
work,
- the content client and the gateway (120) being
connected through the first network, the gate-
way and the content server being connected
through the second network,
- each one of the connection information ena-
bling the content client to receive over the first
and second network and through the gateway
the content item,

wherein

- the gateway comprises the network monitor
(130) for monitoring network traffic going
through the gateway between the first network
and second network.

5. A content distribution system as in Claim 2 and 4,
wherein

- network traffic going through the gateway be-
tween the first network and the second network
is limited to a maximum bandwidth,
- the bandwidth estimator comprises a network
bandwidth determinator for determining a cur-
rent bandwidth of network traffic going through
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the gateway between the first network and sec-
ond network, and
- the bandwidth estimator is configured for esti-
mating an amount of available bandwidth by
subtracting the current bandwidth from the max-
imum bandwidth.

6. A content distribution system as in any one of claims
4 and 5 comprising a router (154) in the second net-
work, the gateway being connected to the content
server through the router, a network connection be-
tween the gateway and the router having a network
capacity lower than a network capacity of a network
connection between the content client and the gate-
way.

7. A content distribution system as in any one of claims
4, 5 and 6, wherein the gateway comprises the rec-
ommender.

8. A content distribution system as in any one of claims
4, 5, 6 and 7, wherein at least one further content
client is connected to the gateway through the first
network.

9. A content distribution system as in any one of claims
4, 5, 6, 7 and 8, wherein the network monitor is con-
figured to measure an accumulated network traffic
going through the gateway between the first and the
second network.

10. A content distribution system (100) as in any one of
the preceding claims wherein the session descrip-
tion comprises multiple media descriptions.

11. A content distribution system as in Claim 10, wherein

- the multiple media descriptions have respec-
tive multiple bandwidth requirements,
- the recommender is configured to mark a me-
dia description having a bandwidth requirement
below the estimated available bandwidth.

12. A content distribution system as in any one of Claims
10 and 11, the content client having a user interface
for displaying the multiple media descriptions on a
display and for high lighting the marked media de-
scription.

13. A content distribution system as in any one of the
preceding claims, wherein the recommender is con-
figured to remove in dependency upon the network
monitor, one or more of the multiple media descrip-
tions from the session description to obtain the
marked session description.

14. A content distribution system as in any one of the
preceding claims wherein the content client compris-

es a set-top box.

15. A gateway for use in a content distribution system
comprising a content client, the gateway, and a con-
tent server,

- the gateway being connectable to the content
client through a first network, the gateway being
connectable to the content server through a sec-
ond network,
- the gateway comprising a network monitor for
monitoring network traffic going through the
gateway between the first network and second
network,
- the gateway comprising a receiver for receiving
from the content server a session description
comprising at least one media description, each
one of the at least one media description com-
prising connection information to enable the
content client to receive over the first and second
network and through the gateway a content item,
- the system comprising a recommender config-
ured to mark in dependency upon the network
monitor, one or more of the at least one media
description in the session description to obtain
a marked session description, the recommender
being configured to send the marked session
description as a recommendation to the content
client.

16. A method for distributing content, comprising

- monitoring network traffic going through a net-
work,
- receiving a session description comprising at
least one media description, each one of the at
least one media description comprising connec-
tion information to enable a content client to re-
ceive over the network a content item,
- marking in dependency upon the monitored
network traffic, one or more of the at least one
media description in the session description to
obtain a marked session description, and
- sending the marked session description as a
recommendation to the content client.

17. A computer program, in particular as embodied on
a computer readable medium, comprising computer
program code means adapted to perform all the
steps of claim 16 when the computer program is run
on a computer.
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