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In the landscape of telecommunications engineering, the AT command set(Attention Command Set) serves as

the foundational language between terminal equipment (TE) and terminal adapters (TA) or cellular modems.

Originally developed by Dennis Hayes in 1981 for the 300-baud Hayes Smartmodem, these commands have

evolved from simple dial-up instructions to sophisticated protocols managing 2G GSM, 3G WCDMA, and even

modern 4G/5G IoT modules. For Nokia, a pioneer in the mobile revolution, the implementation of these commands

across their GSM and WCDMA product lines defined the standards for mobile data connectivity, SMS

management, and network diagnostics during the transition from analog to digital cellular networks.

Understanding the Historical Context of Nokia’s AT Command 
Implementation

Nokia's documentation for AT commands, specifically versions 1.1 and 1.2 for GSM and WCDMA products, 

represents a critical era where mobile phones ceased being merely voice communication tools and became data 

gateways. The integration of the WCDMA (Wideband Code Division Multiple Access)protocol alongside GSM

(Global System for Mobile Communications) required a significant expansion of the command set to handle higher

data throughput, different frequency bands, and more complex packet-switched domains.

The transition from pure GSM to WCDMA introduced new complexities in terms of signal processing and network 

registration. While GSM relies on TDMA (Time Division Multiple Access), WCDMA utilizes spread-spectrum

technology. For a developer or systems engineer, the AT command interface provides an abstraction layer, allowing

them to query signal strength or establish a data connection without needing to understand the underlying physical

layer differences in detail.

Core Concepts: The Architecture of AT Commands

AT commands are character-based strings sent over a serial interface. They typically follow a predictable structure: 

Prefix + Command + Parameters. The prefix is almost always "AT", which stands for "Attention," signaling the

modem to prepare for incoming instructions. Within the Nokia ecosystem, these commands are categorized into

several functional groups:

•  Basic Commands: Inherited from the original Hayes set (e.g., ATA to answer, ATH to hang up).

•  S-Parameter Commands: Used to configure internal modem registers (e.g., S0 to set the number of rings 

before auto-answering).

•  Extended Commands: Defined by 3GPP standards (TS 27.007 and TS 27.005), these manage cellular-

specific functions like network registration, SMS, and GPRS/WCDMA contexts.

Technical Analysis of Command Syntax and Execution

Nokia’s implementation of AT commands adheres to the ITU-T V.25ter recommendation and 3GPPstandards. A

standard command sequence involves the Terminal Equipment (such as a PC or microcontroller) sending a



command and the Mobile Station (Nokia device) returning a response.

The Command Types

There are four primary ways to interact with an AT command in the Nokia GSM/WCDMA environment:

1.  Test Command (+COMMAND=?): Used to query the range of supported values for a specific command.

2.  Read Command (+COMMAND?): Used to check the current configuration or status.

3.  Write Command (+COMMAND=value): Used to set a specific parameter.

4.  Execution Command (+COMMAND): Used to perform a specific action, such as dialing or resetting.

For instance, when configuring a Nokia device for WCDMA frequency bands, an engineer might use a write 

command to lock the device into a specific band to ensure consistent performance in a lab environment. 

Conversely, a read command would be used to verify if the device has successfully attached to the network via the 

+CREG (Network Registration) command.

Detailed Comparison: GSM vs. WCDMA AT Command Handling

The following table illustrates the operational differences and command similarities between GSM and WCDMA

protocols within the Nokia command set framework.



Feature GSM (2G) implementation WCDMA (3G) 
implementation

Relevant AT Command

Signal Quality Measured as RSSI 
(Received Signal Strength 
Indication)

Measured as RSCP 
(Received Signal Code 
Power) and Ec/No

+CSQ, +CESQ

Data Switching Circuit Switched (CSD) or 
GPRS (Packet Switched)

High-Speed Packet Access 
(HSPA) / UMTS

+CGATT, +CGACT

Band Management Fixed frequencies 
(900/1800/1900 MHz)

Variable bandwidths and 
frequency bands

+CBAND, +CNBP

Registration Focus on GSM cell ID and 
LAC

Focus on UTRAN 
registration and RNC IDs

+CREG, +CGREG

Advanced Technical Mechanics: GPRS Timers and PDP Contexts

A critical aspect of the AT Command Set for Nokia WCDMA Products is the management of the Packet Data 

Protocol (PDP) Context. This is effectively a data session established between the mobile device and the core

network (SGSN/GGSN). The command +CGDCONT is used to define this context, specifying the Access Point

Name (APN), IP type (IPv4/IPv6), and QoS (Quality of Service) requirements.

Furthermore, in industrial applications using modules like the Quectel EC25/EC21 (which share many logical 

foundations with Nokia's early implementations), understanding GPRS Timers  such as T3312 (Periodic RAU 

update) and T3314(READY timer) is essential. These timers dictate how long a device remains in a "ready" state

before transitioning to "standby" or "idle," directly impacting power consumption and latency. In the Nokia system

management guide, these are often tuned via specific MML (Man-Machine Language) commands or deep-level AT

commands to optimize network resource utilization.

Practical Implementation Field Guide: Establishing a WCDMA Data Session

To implement a data connection on a Nokia-compatible GSM/WCDMA module, a systematic procedure must be

followed. This sequence ensures the hardware is initialized, the network is searched, and the data tunnel is

established correctly.

Step-by-Step Connection Procedure

1.  Initialization: Send ATZ to reset the modem to factory defaults or a stored profile.

2.  Signal Verification: Send AT+CSQ. A response of 10-31 is generally required for stable WCDMA data 

transmission.

3.  Network Selection: Use AT+COPS? to check if the device is registered to the correct carrier. If not, 

AT+COPS=0 sets it to automatic mode.

4.  PDP Context Definition: Execute AT+CGDCONT=1,"IP","internet.apn". This tells the modem which gateway 

to use.

5.  Attachment: Send AT+CGATT=1 to attach to the GPRS/WCDMA service.

6.  Activation: Send AT+CGACT=1,1 to activate the context. At this point, the device is assigned an IP address.

7.  Data Mode Entry: Finally, ATD*99# is the classic command to enter the PPP (Point-to-Point Protocol) state, 

allowing the host PC to treat the modem as a network interface.

System Management and Security: Nokia 7705 SAR and Beyond



The scope of Nokia’s command interfaces extends beyond mobile handsets into telecommunications infrastructure, 

such as the Nokia 7705 SAR (Service Aggregation Router). In these enterprise-grade environments, 

management involves more than just simple AT commands; it incorporates SSH (Secure Shell)protocols and CLI

(Command Line Interface) management. As highlighted in the technical study data, configuring SSH ciphers

(Version 1 vs. Version 2) is a critical security step for protecting the management plane of these routers.

While the 7705 SAR uses a more advanced OS (Operating System) than a simple mobile modem, the logical 

underpinnings—structured commands, status queries, and configuration parameters—remain consistent with the 

philosophy of the AT command set. Engineers must manage IUB TX configurations  and ATM (Asynchronous 

Transfer Mode) settings, often using MML commands that mirror the "Set/Query" logic of AT commands.

Table: Common Response Codes and Meaning



Response String Numeric Code Technical Meaning

OK 0 Command executed successfully.

CONNECT 1 Terminal has switched from 
Command to Data mode.

RING 2 The Mobile Station has detected an 
incoming call.

NO CARRIER 3 Connection lost or call could not be 
established.

ERROR 4 Invalid command syntax or hardware 
failure.

+CME ERROR: [code] Varies Mobile Equipment error (e.g., SIM not 
inserted).

Troubleshooting and Failure Modes in GSM/WCDMA Communication

In real-world deployments, several operational challenges can arise when using AT commands with Nokia or

compatible modules. Understanding these failure modes is key to building resilient systems.

1. Signal Interference and RRC State Failures

In WCDMA networks, a common issue is the failure to transition between RRC (Radio Resource Control) states 

(e.g., from Idle to Cell_DCH). If the signal-to-noise ratio is too low, the +CGACT command may return a "NO 

CARRIER" or "ERROR" response. Troubleshooting involves checking the Ec/No(Energy per chip over

interference) values using extended diagnostic commands.

2. SIM/USIM Authentication Issues

The +CPINcommand is essential for security. If a device returns +CPIN: SIM PIN, the engineer must provide the

code before any network-related commands can be executed. Constant +CME ERROR: 10 (SIM not inserted) often

points to physical seating issues or voltage mismatches between the module and the SIM card (1.8V vs 3.0V).

3. Buffer Overflows and Timing

Because AT commands are serial, sending them too rapidly can lead to buffer overflows in the Nokia TA (Terminal

Adapter). Implementing a "Wait for OK" logic in the controlling software is mandatory. Furthermore, certain

commands like AT+COPS (Network Scan) can take up to 30-60 seconds to complete; the software must not

timeout prematurely during these operations.

The Broader Implications for Industrial IoT and Legacy Systems

As we look toward the sunsetting of 2G and 3G networks globally, the legacy of the Nokia AT command set 

remains influential. Modern LTE Cat-M1 and NB-IoT modules (like the Quectel series mentioned in the data) still 

use the +CGDCONT and +CSQ commands originally refined during the GSM/WCDMA era. The Alcatel-Lucent 

7705 SARand similar systems continue to use these structured protocols for backhaul management, proving that

the "Request-Response" architecture of AT commands is one of the most durable concepts in telecommunications.



For the technical writer and engineer, the documentation provided by Nokia (versions 1.1, 1.2, etc.) serves as more 

than just a manual; it is a blueprint for how mobile devices interact with the world. Whether it is managing GPRS 

timers to save battery in a remote sensor or configuring SSH ciphersfor a secure service aggregation router, the

principles of clarity, structured syntax, and standardized responses remain paramount. As the industry moves into

5G and beyond, the abstraction layers may change, but the need for a reliable, human-readable command interface

—the legacy of the AT command—will persist as a cornerstone of machine-to-machine communication.

Ultimately, the longevity of these command sets lies in their simplicity. By providing a bridge between complex radio

physics and high-level software application logic, AT commands allowed for the rapid expansion of the mobile

internet. Engineers today, while working on much faster networks, still stand on the shoulders of the standards

established in these Nokia technical guides, ensuring that connectivity remains consistent, measurable, and

manageable across generations of hardware.
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