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Foreword

Scholars in science and technology studies have been interested in standards
and standardization processes for a relatively short time. Much of the seminal
literature stems only from the 1980s and early 1990s, spurred to a large extent
by the tremendous growth and diversification that occurred in the information
and communication technology industries. These developments crystallized
interest in the roles of regulation and technological co-ordination in the inno-
vation process in an especially forceful way. In this tumultuous and exciting
new industrial environment, issues like voluntary industry standards, which
heretofore had attracted little analytical interest except perhaps on the part of
engineers, began to be seen as critical factors in the formation of technology
markets and in the business strategies of high-technology companies. The
public interest implications of standards became highlighted also. Over more
than three decades, a rich and sophisticated theoretical and empirical litera-
ture has emerged from a broad cross-section of science and technology per-
spectives and disciplines. But a great many intriguing questions still persist.
This is an important new book that directly addresses probably the most
significant and longstanding lacuna in our understanding of standards. Most
previous studies have focused upon the problems of how standards are ac-
quired in the first place: mainly upon problems of technology selection. actor
co-ordination and institutional dynamics. The key observations that most of
the impact of a standard occurs after it has been established. and that most
standards do not retain their original form throughout their lifetimes. was
always staring us in the face. That until now few scholars have addressed this
issue specifically is itself perhaps a “standards’ problem. With the maturation
of any field of scientific enquiry. certain “standard” problems and approaches
become entrenched, many scholars becoming more intent upon refining meth-
ods and “improving” knowledge than upon posing radical new questions.
The contributors to this volume must be commended for taking this much
needed next step boldly and with the confidence that can be born only of
extensive knowledge and experience acquired over many years. In many re-
spects, the contributors set out a new paradigm for the investigation of stan-
dards. They open the door to new kinds of questions about the function and
role of standards in rapidly changing technological and business environ-
ments and new approaches to the investigation of standardization pheno-
mena. The scientific implications will be far reaching. But so also will the
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X1v Foreword

practical implications as the major strategic and public interest issues in the
ICT industries shift from traditional problems of coordinating hardware. soft-
ware and infrastructure to concerns about the role of standards in the manage-
ment of digital content, especially concerning ownership rights and digital
permanence. We can all look forward to the many elaborations of this new
paradigm that I am sure will begin to emerge within a very short time.

Richard Hawkins,
Professor and Canada Research Chair in Science, Technology and
Innovation Policy, University of Calgary, Canada
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