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Titel: 
ICT Standards Setting – Some Current Issues

Abstract:

By now, the importance of standards has been widely recognised. This holds particularly for the ICT sector, where primarily compatibility standards are a sine-qua-non. Yet, as a document published by the European Commission’s rightly oberves, “Standards are not only technical questions. They determine the technology that will implement the Information Society, and consequently the way in which industry, users, consumers and administrations will benefit from it”. They also have a strong economic dimension – interested parties can use them to shape, or even create, markets. And standards can be, and in fact are, used by policy makers as regulatory tools.

However, for all their importance and impact dimensions, comparably little is known about the many questions that surround both the process of standardisation and its outcome. This presentation will address some of these questions.

Looking at the level of actual standards making, a very popular view has it that all stakeholders are represented and have an equal say in the process. This view, as well as widely held perceptions about the role of user companies, will be critically analysed. Also, an aspect that is frequently overlooked will be addressed – the role of the individual in the standards setting process.

To be technically relevant, standards should at least represent the technical state-of-the-art, and ideally move beyond it. To this end, active contributions from the research community would be crucial. However, researchers and academics tend to be conspicuously absent from the process. Some options how this situation could be improved will be identified and discussed.

Specifically in the ICT sector, standards are developed by an almost impenetrable maze of Standards Setting Bodies. Their activities may overlap; they may complement, or compete with, each other. As a consequence, companies that either wish to actively contribute to standards setting, or that have to implement standards for a certain functionality, need to identify the SSB(s) whose activities best suit their needs, and which (of potentially competing) standards to pick, respectively. At least in Europe, policy makers still consider standards consortia’s (e.g., the W3C; also the IETF) products inferior to those of the ‘formal’, ‘accredited’ bodies (like, e.g., ISO or ETSI). Whether or not this is a sustainable view, and which other factors might play a more important role than ‘accreditation’ does, will also be discussed.
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