This is a public-facing position paper written for Microsoft’s Corporate Standards Team in June 2006

Standards @ Microsoft: Standards 101

Microsoft supports thousands of standards in its products and engages in more than 400 standards setting organizations (SSOs) on an annual basis. Microsoft’s standards work encompasses industry collaborations, special interest groups (SIGs), as well as formal consortia and international standards-setting organizations. This document is a short guide to our approach to standards and the standards-setting process.

Microsoft Definition of a Standard:

A standard is a document, or specification, written to describe a technology, product, or service that may be implemented by multiple individuals or organizations. The technical specification is developed based upon a consensus-based process and made available under reasonable and non-discriminatory terms for use by implementers. The specification should be as narrowly scoped as possible to promote both interoperability among implementations and the maximum amount of innovation above and beyond the specification. 

Why Standards Exist:

Standards are one of many possible methods to facilitate interoperability, compatibility, and interconnection among technologies manufactured by different vendors. As the Great Baltimore Fire of 1904 illustrates, lack of interoperability between technologies can have disastrous consequences. 

Prior to this event, no standards existed that specified hose thread size used to connect a fire hose to a fire hydrant. Without a standard thread size, many fire companies that responded to the blaze were unable to connect to the city water supply and put out the fire. What started as a small fire developed into a mighty conflagration that destroyed a significant part of Baltimore, with one positive effect—it led to the national standardization of fire hose threads and fire hydrant couplings. 

Another example of standards is a basic electrical wall unit, which conforms to several standard technical specifications. It must have a certain wiring configuration that uses proper materials and ensures safety to the user, has an opening that allows the right size plug to be inserted, must have positive, negative and grounded wires, etc. A wall unit that conforms to a standard should “just work” to supply power when an appliance or other device is plugged into it. However, a standard doesn’t specify the color, size, and decorative pattern, of the wall plate that covers the plug.

If you extend these examples to technology, it becomes clear how standard technical specifications work to promote interoperability.  The Universal Serial Bus (USB) port has become the standard way to connect peripherals to a computer, enabling the exchange of data and information between the two devices. USB arose as an industry de facto standard in the late 1990s, which allows anything from a Bluetooth wireless keyboard and mouse, to an iPod to function on the same computer. 

Because USB has been narrowly scoped just enough to ensure that you can ‘plug and play’, hardware and software vendors that build programs and devices for this technology are free to create innovative products and services. In this way, standards can be viewed as an effective means of promoting innovation based upon their ability to establish a focused layer of commonality across competing products, thus enabling competitive differentiation. 
Microsoft and Standards:

We believe participation in Standards organizations is important to help Microsoft build innovative, high-quality products and services that are broadly accepted in the marketplace. Our standards work is based upon the following principles:

· Interoperability: Address the interoperability needs of our customers and partners considering the range of tools available—including standardization

· Strategy: Every standards action/inaction should be pursuant to a defined strategy that achieves our business objectives

· Innovation: Standardize the minimum technology necessary to achieve interoperability, allowing for innovation in competing implementations
· Professionalism: Treat every standards engagement as important because it can open or close opportunities and impact our position in the marketplace and image in the community
Ways to Achieve Interoperability

An increasingly diverse ecosystem requires multiple ways to achieve interoperability. We approach this challenge in four ways: 

· By Design: Interoperability is built into our products and technologies
· Collaboration: Companies work together to better meet shared customer needs

· Standards: Specifications for formats, protocols, and interfaces that encourage interop

· IP Licensing: Make IP assets such a copyright and patents broadly available

To optimize all means of achieving interoperability, we established the Interoperability Customer Executive Council (ICEC) in June 2006. We’re working with this group of CIOs and Architects who represent corporate and government organizations from around the world. The group is modeled after the very successful Chief Information Security Officer Council (CISO) that has met with Microsoft for the past 5 years. CISO has made a real difference in our product strategy, on disclosure issues, and on many related security issues. 
The ICEC will help us to identify the key interop scenarios (such as data integration, application interop, directory services interop, etc.) and what the core issues are in those scenarios. We will also establish working groups to address specific projects coming out of the council's agenda. Once these customer issues have plans in place to resolve them, our partners and competitors will be brought into the process.
What to standardize

Microsoft believes the following technologies are good candidates for standards submission:

· Interfaces required for basic interoperability between other products or services

· Communications protocols

· Common driver interfaces

· Data and message formats

· Language Syntax

· Schema

We also believe that there are other ways to standardize than through international bodies—Consortium, national standards, industry groups—although the determining factor is the current point in the product’s lifecycle.
Open Source vs. Open Standards

The term open standard does not have a broadly understood and accepted formal definition. However most people consider an open standard to be a technical specification developed or affirmed by consensus or collaboration. It is made available to implementers who want to have their products or services interoperate with other implementers’ product and services. The technical specifications that define the standard typically do not contain source code, which is how a standard is implemented.

Open Source Software (OSS) on the other hand, is a broad category of software that is distributed according to a licensing model that grants access to the source code of a program. OSS is distributed in source code form under a broad license that allows others to copy, modify, and distribute the software or works that incorporate the software. An OSS license may include a host of additional terms including requirements for attribution, or requirements that the source code for works that include the OSS be made available in source code from to all recipients.

Is Open Source Software the Same Thing as Open Standards?

No.  An open standard is a publicly available technical “specification” (i.e., a set of technical instructions and requirements) that is developed, maintained, approved, or affirmed by consensus, in a voluntary, market-driven standards-setting organization, and for which any patent rights necessary to implement the specification are made available by those developing the specification to all implementers on reasonable and non-discriminatory (RAND) terms (either with or without payment of a reasonable royalty or fee).  View examples of similar definitions of open standards by ANSI, ITU-T, GSC-10, and BSA on these links.

By contrast, OSS is software that is licensed in a particular way (i.e., under the terms of one of the more than 50 licenses approved by the “Open Software Initiative”) and which may be used to implement an open standard in a particular product or service.  Whether a standard qualifies as “open” has nothing to do with the type of software used to implement that standard.  In fact, open standards are neutral with regard to development models, welcoming all models and favoring none, and so it is equally possible for an open standard to be implemented in proprietary software as it is in OSS.  
Do OSS implementations of an open standard promote adoption?

Probably not. While we don’t have hard data, the OSS licensing models would seem to inhibit the adoption of an open standard for the following reasons:

· Interoperability and integrity are hallmarks of a standard. The standards can only be successful if implementations are, in fact, interoperable. 

· Implementations generally are interoperable when they conform to the standards. If products that include implementations of the standard are not interoperable, the products will be rejected in the marketplace and the standard will fail to be widely adopted.

· Because open source licenses require that the source code be distributed with a free right to third parties to modify the source code, the source code may be more likely to be modified in non-conformant ways than source code that is distributed without the unrestricted right to modify it.

· As a result, it may be much more difficult to protect the integrity and ensure interoperability of a standard that is implemented initially under an open source license.

Benefits of Standards Setting
Standards’ setting generally is considered pro-competitive. For example, standards that promote interoperability benefit consumers with new products and services that work well together. Implementers can compete with each other based on different implementations of the same standard and based on different products and services that are enables by the existence of the standard.

SSOs create specifications to promote interoperability between products and ideally, standards encourage and enable multiple independent implementations of the specification. Further, the standards should promote the commercialization of products that build on or work with those standards. Consequently, standards should focus on specifying technical interoperability requirements.

Contacts and Links

E-mail: Standard (standard@microsoft.com)

For more information visit http://www.microsoft.com/interop/default.mspx 
