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Executive Summary

ÅH.323 was first approved in February 1996, the same 
month that the first SIP draft was published

ÅDesigned to operate over complex networks, such as the 
Internet

ÅAlthough base-level functionality required only voice, 
video dominated early implementations remains a major 
strength of H.323

ÅFirst standards-based ñVoice over IPò

ÅToday, H.323 is the most widely deployed standards-based 
voice and videoconferencing standard for packet-switched 
networks, with literally billions of minutes of billable 
traffic every month

ÅITU-T has now published H.323v6
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The Basics of H.323
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What is H.323?

ÅH.323* is a multimedia conferencing 

protocol, which includes voice, video, and 

data conferencing, for use over packet-

switched networks

* H.323 is ñITU-T Recommendation H.323: Packet-based multimedia 

communications systemsò
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Elements of an H.323 System

ÅTerminals

ÅMultipoint Control Units (MCUs)

ÅGateways

ÅGatekeeper

ÅBorder Elements

Referred to as 

ñendpointsò
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Terminals

ÅTelephones

ÅVideo phones

ÅIVR devices

ÅVoicemail Systems

ÅñSoft phonesò (e.g., NetMeetingÈ)
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MCUs

ÅResponsible for managing multipoint 

conferences (two or more endpoints 

engaged in a conference)

ÅThe MCU contains a Multipoint Controller 

(MC) that manages the call signaling and 

may optionally have Multipoint Processors 

(MPs) to handle media mixing, switching, 

or other media processing
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Gateways

ÅThe Gateway is composed of a ñMedia Gateway 

Controllerò (MGC) and a ñMedia Gatewayò 

(MG), which may co-exist or exist separately

ÅThe MGC handles call signaling and other non-

media-related functions

ÅThe MG handles the media

ÅGateways interface H.323 to other networks, 

including the PSTN, H.320 systems, and other 

H.323 networks (proxy)
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Gatekeeper

ÅThe Gatekeeper is an optionalcomponent in 

the H.323 system which is primarily used 

for admission control and address resolution

ÅThe gatekeeper may allow calls to be placed 

directly between endpoints or it may route 

the call signaling through itself to perform 

functions such as follow-me/find-me and 

forward on busy


