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Abstract: In the field of Information and Communication Technologies, standards are of 
overriding importance. Accordingly, much has been written about their economic impact. 
Yet, comparably little is known about how firms manage their standardisation activities. This 
paper develops a framework as a basis for both practitioners and researchers to get a better 
understanding of how to leverage standardisation to improve a firms’ performance. To this 
end, I offer a closer look at the major types of actors – firms, standards bodies and individual 
standards setters. Their roles and characteristics are integrated to form a framework for 
future research and practical deployment. 

 

1 INTRODUCTION, MOTIVATION AND BACKGROUND 
Today, virtually all Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) systems are based on 
standards. Thus, standards now under development will be an integral part of future ICT systems, 
and will to no small extent define their functionality. In a way, this gives those who actively 
contribute to standardisation the opportunity to pro-actively shape these future systems.  
ICT systems have become more or less ubiquitous; this holds for most people’s private lives as 
well as for the business environment. Regarding the latter, manufacturers of systems or 
components and service providers are among those with the highest interest in shaping ICT 
systems to make them meet their respective requirements. Depending on the stakes individual 
companies have in a new technology they will adopt different approaches to its standardisation. 
These may range from no participation at all to attempts to dominate the standards setting process 
to the greatest extent possible, with various levels of interest and involvement in between. 

While perhaps not always a matter of life or death success in standardisation may well have a 
significant impact on the economic well-being of a company. This impact may materialise 
through different channels. For example, a proprietary technology may be ‘ennobled’ by 
becoming a standard. Along similar lines, an organisation may capitalise on its Intellectual 
Property that has been incorporated into a standard and for which licensing agreements may be 
made. Perhaps less obvious, but in many cases at least as important, a standard may help extend 
existing markets or even open up new ones (see e.g. [APEC Secretariat, 2010] or [den Uijl et al, 
2013]). On the more negative side, backing the wrong horse by e.g. positioning a proprietary 
technology against a successful standard may have severe ramifications in terms of lost market 
shares and diminishing revenues. 

The outcome of a standards setting process does not just depend on the efforts of an individual 
firm (or a group thereof). Rather, a number of both internal and external (to the company) factors 
play a role. With respect to the latter, aspects to be considered include, for example, the 



characteristics of potentially relevant Standards Setting Organisations1 (SSOs), the identities, 
capabilities and ideally strategies of potential adversaries and allies, and the needs and 
requirements of the different stakeholders and potential users. Factors relating to the former 
include, among others, a clear alignment of standardisation activities with (sectoral) business 
strategies, an in-depth knowledge of the standardisation environment and an adequate 
management of all standardisation activities2. To be successful in standardisation, a company 
needs to take these influencing factors into account. A firm can make sure that the ‘internal’ 
factors are appropriately being dealt with (e.g. define a standardisation strategy that supports the 
business strategy) but has only limited control over the ‘external’ factors (or none at all).  

A number of these external factors emerge directly from the – rather complex – ICT 
standardisation environment as it presents itself today to companies (and other stakeholders) 
wishing to become active in ICT standards setting. These companies may be expected to have 
very different requirements with respect to e.g. the actual SSO, its processes, IPR guidelines, 
membership, liaisons and bylaws. Most of these requirements will result from the respective 
immediate needs for standardisation. In many cases, these requirements, in turn, will emerge 
from an underlying standardisation strategy. In several cases, this strategy will have been devised 
in support of a firm’s (sectoral) business strategy. This direct link between business strategy and 
standardisation suggests to also take into account a firm’s characteristics (e.g. a perceived or 
envisaged role in a specific market or sector) when looking at the different factors that foster, or 
hamper, a firm’s successful contribution to ICT standards setting. This combination will yield an 
initial framework that should, on the one hand, help standardisation researchers to get a clearer 
picture of the factors influencing the standards setting process. On the other hand, it should 
contribute to corporate standardisation efforts becoming more successful. 

The remainder of the paper is organised as follows. Setting out from a very simple and basic 
model section 2 will successively introduce a number of factors and boundary conditions that 
have an impact on the standardisation process. Section 3 will then have a closer look at the major 
actors  in ICT standardisation – the firms, the standards bodies and the individual standards 
setters. Finally, Section 4 will try and put everything together to form a coherent framework. 

2 ASPECTS INFLUENCING STANDARDISATION 
A standard is the result of a standardisation process. This process, in turn, is subject to the 
influence of a broad variety of stakeholders (see Fig. 1 for a simplifying illustration). In the 
following I will first have a brief look at the range of stakeholders that impact standards setting 
and the associated processes through which this influence is exerted. This discussion will 
eventually lead to a refinement of Figure 1. 

                                                
1 This term is used to denote both formal Standards Developing Organisations, and private standards consortia. 
2 The 1990s saw a bit of a hype surrounding ‘Strategic Standardisation Management’ (SSM). This is “A management 
discipline and methodology that investigates all aspects of standardization across a business and/or industry, then 
defines, recommends, and implements appropriate strategies and policies to leverage standardization so that a firm 
can gain competitive advantage and avoid disadvantage” [Betancourt & Walsh, 1995]. At that time, the American 
National Standards Institute (ANSI) ran the ‘Center for Strategic Standardization Management’ to assist companies 
that aimed at adopting this approach. These days, the interest in SSM seems to have all but vanished; a half-day 
course on the topic (offered by ANSI) is all that can be found on the Web these days (and even this course apparently 
won’t be offered in 2013). even this course apparently will not be offered in 2013). Yet, the ideas underlying – and 
comprising – SSM remain valid. 



 
Figure 1: A Very simple view of what influences a standard 

3 THE WEB OF SSOS 
Standardisation is not an ‘atomic’ process. On the one hand, virtually every standard is embedded 
in an environment established by other standards upon which it relies in one way or other (the so 
called ‘normative references’3). On the other hand, different SSOs may well develop competing 
standards. In the late 1990s, IEEE 802.11 project faced two serious competitors – the HomeRF 
Working Group and ETSI’s4 HIPERLAN. Both lost out against 802.11, for different reasons, but 
the fact remains that three functionally more or less equivalent standards had been developed in 
parallel (for some more details on this case see e.g. [Jakobs et al., 2010a]). 
Standards are developed by different SSOs. The individual organisations may co-operate or they 
may compete, and so may their output. This has resulted in an almost inscrutable (for most) web 
of SSOs, with complex associations between individual organisations. It took this web about 25 
years to develop from the very simple situation of the 1970. Back then, the International 
Telegraph and Telephone Consultative Committee5 (CCITT) was in charge of standards setting in 
the telecommunications sector. It was run by the national PTTs (Public Telephone and Telegraph 
companies) or equivalent organisations, most of which enjoyed a monopoly in their respective 
countries. The International Organization for Standardization (ISO) was in charge of almost all 
other ICT-related standardisation activities6. The various National Standards Bodies (NSBs) 
developed their own standards and also contributed to the work of ISO. 
Since then the world of ICT standardisation has changed quite dramatically. Six trends may be 
identified that contributed to this development (in no particular order): 

• the growing importance of ICT and the associated economic importance of standards, 
• the globalisation of markets, 
• the ‘discovery’ of the Internet for commercial purposes, 
• the liberalisation of the telecommunications markets, 
• the still ongoing merger of telecommunications, IT and broadcasting, 
• the proliferation of private standards consortia. 
                                                
3 The IEEE 802.11 standard on ‘Wireless LAN Medium Access Control (MAC) and Physical Layer (PHY) 
Specifications’, for example, references 50 other standards from 9 different  organisations. 
4 European Telecommunication Standards Institute. 
5 The predecessor of the ITU-T. 
6 Some related activities were also carried out within the International Electrotechnical Commission (IEC). 



The latter was largely a result of the enormous speed of technical development in the ICT sector. 
‘Traditional’ SDOs were widely considered as not being able to cope with the development speed 
and the short life cycles in this sector. Figure 2 shows an excerpt of todays standardisation 
environment in the ICT sector. Links between SDOs are reasonably well developed, unlike those 
between consortia and SDOs and, even worse, between individual consortia (see e.g. [Jakobs, 
2008] for more details). In general, links between SSOs are an important co-ordination 
mechanism to help ensure that no work is duplicated7.  
 

 
Figure 2: The ICT standardisation universe today (excerpt; taken from [Jakobs, 2008]) 

Another interesting aspect can be associated with co-operation between SSOs, which is of 
particular relevance for standardisation management. In some cases, such links may offer a 
welcome ‘detour’ for stakeholders who actively want to push a specification towards a standard. 
Figure 3 shows an example from RFID8 standardisation. Here, the EPCglobal consortium is 
widely considered as being largely driven by users. This is not normally the case for most, if not 
all, other SSOs, where users are dramatically under-represented. Utilising the co-operation 
between EPCglobal and ISO, a user may be able to influence the process within ISO by 
submitting their proposal via EPCglobal, as opposed to a direct contribution to the ISO process 
[Jakobs et al., 2010b]. 
 

                                                
7 There are exceptions, though. However, in general neither the SDOs nor the major consortia are interested in 
spending scarce resources on parallel developments of functionally similar standards. 
8 Radio-Frequency Identification. 



 
Figure 3: Concrete links between SSOs in the field of RFID standardisation  

(from [Jakobs et al., 2010b]) 

4 THE STAKEHOLDERS  
This section will provide some more details about three of the categories of stakeholders 
introduced above. The focus here will be on those aspects that are relevant for standardisation 
management. Also for this reason, the categories ‘society at large’ and ‘government’ will not be 
considered. 

4.1 Companies 
4.1.1 Categorising Organisational Strategies 

A very popular categorisation of organisational strategies was introduced by Miles and Snow 
[1978]. They identify four types of organisations – ‘Prospectors’, ‘Analysers’, ‘Defenders’ and 
‘Reactors’. Each of these types can be characterised along three lines (see also Figure 4): 

• entrepreneurial: Refers to the choice of the product/service – market domain and methods of 
competition. 

• engineering: Refers to the choice of technology used to implement the methods of 
competition. 

• administrative: Refers to the choice of organisational structure and processes to reduce 
internal uncertainty and to align the organisation with its environment. 

The types of organisations may then be described as follows: 

• Prospector: A Prospector is innovative and growth oriented, searches for new markets as 
well as for new products and services and is prepared to take risks. Its product/service domain 



is rather broad and changes over time. A Prospector relies on multiple technologies to stay 
flexible and adaptive; it adopts a decentralised organisational structure. 

• Analyser: The Analyser tries to strike a balance between the search for new product/service 
opportunities and a stable set of offerings. That is, part of its domain is stable and part is in a 
state of flux. The technology deployed reflects this dualism in order to be able to serve both 
domains, as does its organisational structure. 

• Defender: A Defender aims to maintain its current markets and its limited set of products 
and/or services to the satisfaction of its customers. It has only a moderate emphasis on 
innovation. To this end, its core technology is highly cost efficient and the organisational 
structure is centralised.  

• Reactor: The Reactor’s strategy is inconsistent or ill defined; it is not really equipped to 
respond to environmental changes. It may try to assume the role of a defender, prospector or 
analyser albeit mostly unsuccessfully. It may also try to switch between these roles too 
frequently. 
 

 
Figure 4: Corporate Characteristics (adopted from [Miles & Snow, 1978]) 

4.1.2 Categorising Strategic Approaches to Standardisation 

Firms’ characteristics vary with respect to e.g. size, business sector, or business strategy, etc. 
Accordingly, their needs for, the perceived importance of, and ability to, influence standards will 
vary as well. Frequently, companies active in ICT standards setting are classified along their 
respective type of business (like ‘vendor’, ‘service provider’ or ‘user’; see e.g. [Jakobs et al., 
2001] or ETSI’s membership categories9). Complementing this, the distinction between ‘SMEs’ 
(Small and Medium-sized Enterprises) and ‘Large companies’ may also be frequently found. Yet, 
for the purpose at hand the latter is not particularly helpful – a company may well be an SME but 
at the same time the world leader in a specific market segment. Pretty much the same holds for 
                                                
9 Which also include ‚Network Operators’, ‘Administrations’, ‘University’ and ‘Consultany’. 



the former – SAP, for example, is clearly a vendor of ICT systems, but at the same time also a 
large user. On the other hand, a company like Mercedes would typically be classified as a user. 
However, this is increasingly questionable given the ever larger number of networked ICT 
components installed today at least in high-end cars. 
Updegrove [2006] proposed a more useful and applicable classification. He distinguishes three 
categories – ‘Spectator’, ‘Follower’ and‘ ‘Leader’, respectively. Jakobs at al. [2010a] added a 
fourth category, ‘Contributor’, placed between the latter two. The motivations to actively 
participate in standards setting and the envisaged outcomes vary between members of each 
category. They may be summarised as follows: 

• Leader: For companies in this category participation in a certain standards-setting activity is 
business critical. Accordingly, they are prepared to make a large investment in such an 
activity. Leaders aim to control the strategy of an SSO, a Technical Committee or a Study 
Group rather than merely participate in its technical activities. Large vendors, manufacturers 
and service providers are typical representatives of this category. 

• Contributor: A Contributor company is an active participant in the standardisation process 
and contributes to the development of the content of the standard. Yet, it is less interested in 
(or lacks the resources for) influencing the strategic direction of an SSO. Innovating 
companies and manufacturers typically constitute this category.  

• Follower: Organisations in this category want to enjoy full membership privileges and may 
occasionally want to influence the technical content of a standard (in addition to gathering 
intelligence). They are, however, not very much interested to influence any strategic 
decisions. Large users, SME vendors and manufacturers are typical members of this category. 

• Spectator A Spectator’s main motivation for participation is intelligence gathering. 
Spectators do not actively contribute to the creation of the standard. Rather, they want to be 
informed about the technical nuts and bolts of a future standard. Typically, this group 
primarily comprises academics, consultants, and to some extent developers and system 
integrators. Spectators do not normally need – or get – voting rights.   

4.1.3 Linking the Classifications 

To further elaborate on the above, an interesting link relates to the three ‘problems’ defined by 
Miles & Snow [1978] and the respective relevance of standardisation for them. 

• Entrepreneurial  
Standardisation-related issues will be most prominent here. A firm wishing to introduce a 
new product or service in a certain market, to extend an existing market or to create a new 
one will in most cases rely on standards in one way or other. If adequate standards are already 
in place they may be used as platform for an innovation (product or service). Otherwise, new 
ones will have to be developed. In this case, the focus may either be on developing a standard 
– i.e. its concrete technical specifications will be less important than the fact that a standard 
will exist in the first place. Alternatively, if a concrete new product or service has already 
been specified the focus will shift towards influencing the technical content of a new 
standard. Of course, both alternatives may also occur in parallel. The typical roles assumed 
here will be those of a ‘Leader’ (in the former case) or of a ‘Contributor’ (in the latter one). 

 



• Engineering  
This refers largely to internal (ICT) systems. In this problem area firms will typically assume 
the role of a ‘Follower’. They will rarely develop requirements that are important and specific 
enough to be worth fighting for their incorporation into a new standard. 

• Administrative  
While ICT standards will hardly play a role here10, this problem does have clear links to 
standardisation. For one, it will need to address questions like where a standards department 
should be places in the organisational structure or if there should be a dedicated such 
department in the first place. Moreover, given the potentially crucial importance of standards 
for a firm, adequate communication channels need to be established to inform standards 
setters about relevant strategic issues associated with a new standard they are contributing to. 

Together with the above the two classifications introduced in sections 3.1.1 and 3.1.2 provide for 
a fairly straightforward mapping, as shown in Table 1. 

Table 1: Linking Organisational Strategies and Approaches to Standardisation 

 Leader Contributor Follower Spectator 

Prospector ++ + - -- 

Analyser  + ++ - -- 

Defender  -- + ++ - 

Reactor  ? ? ? ? 

++ = most likely; + = may well be; - = rather unlikely; -- = most unlikely; ? = unclear 

The above mapping refers first and foremost to those technologies that are of vital interest to a 
firm. That is, different behaviours may well occur in cases where, for instance, the technology to 
be standardised is of undetermined interest or where participation is mostly prophylactic – they 
might at some point in time do some relevant work, so we’d better watch (according to 
Updegrove [2003], back then both Sun and HP reported to be members of around 150 SSOs 
each). This implies that a Prospector may also well be a ‘Spectator’ in certain cases (see above). 
4.2 Standards Setting Organisations 
The web of SSOs (as depicted in Figure 2 above) comprises very different organisations. A 
popular distinction is between formal SDOs and consortia. Many of the latter were formed to 
speed up development in areas were the former either wouldn’t become active or where their 
processes were considered inadequate by stakeholders. Accordingly, attributes associated with 
SDOs include, for example, ‘slow’ and ‘compromise-laden’, consortia are typically associated 
with ‘short time to market’ and ‘meet real market needs’ [Jakobs, 2009a]. 

However, the above classification is not overly helpful. For one, the processes of most large and 
well-established consortia (like the W3C and OASIS) have become very similar to those of the 
SDOs (which sometimes may even be a bit less open). Recently, the European Commission has 
done away with the long-standing distinction between consortia and SDOs in their ICT policy 

                                                
10 The situation may well be different for e.g. process oriented standards like the ISO 9000 (Quality management). 
ISO 14000 (Environmental management), ISO 26000 (Social responsibility) or ISO 31000 (Risk management) series 
of standards. 



and, particularly, in public procurement [EC, 2011]. Likewise, a (smallish) survey among 
representatives from industry and public entities revealed very limited differences in the 
perceived relevance of SDOs and consortia, respectively, in the ICT sector [Jakobs, 2009b]11, 12. 
That is, in order to get a clearer picture about the characteristics of the different organisations that 
populate the web of SSOs a more flexible approach is required. Updegrove [2006] devised one 
such approach that is based on a number of attributes that can be used to describe an SSO. An 
organisation wishing to become active in ICT standardisation can than match its requirements on 
such a description and identify the SSO(s) that best meet its specific needs13. These attributes can 
be sub-divided into four categories (see also [Jakobs & Kritzner, 2009]): 

• General 
• Membership 
• Standards setting process 
• Output 
The most important attributes of each of these categories will be briefly discussed below. 
4.2.1  ‘General’ Attributes 

These attributes serve to provide some high-level information about an SSO. Information on its 
internal structure and on the way it is governed; e.g. which body makes the ultimate decisions 
will be especially important for those who would like to influence the strategy of an SSO. An 
SSOs structure and governance have ramifications for the openness of an SSO14. The same holds 
for its liaisons with peer organisations, which also are means of co-ordination. A good level of 
co-ordination reduces the risk of standardising on a technology that may eventually become 
incompatible with other relevant standards. Conversely, the level of competition an SSO (or 
rather, a standard to be developed) faces in an indicator of the risk to be associated with 
contributing to said standard – a ‘monopoly’ situation suggests a reasonably safe bet. 
Finally, the IPR policy has a significant impact on an SSO’s attractiveness, most notably for 
holders of potentially relevant IPR15. According to Updegrove [2003], for instance, two large IT 
vendors in a study check a consortium’s IPR policy “very carefully” and “in excruciating detail”, 
respectively, before deciding whether or not to join. 
4.2.2 ‘Membership’ Attributes 

The overall number of members may be used as rough indicator of the success of an SSO’s 
output. A broad membership base may well imply valuable support for a standard. However, the 
prominence of members (in terms of e.g. market share) is rather more important. Support by large 
users, vendors and/or service providers will significantly improve a standard’s chance to be 
successful in the market. More important still is the list of those important companies and 
                                                
11 Differences could be observed between large companies on the one hand and SMEs and public authorities on the 
other, though. The latter considered  SDOs more relevant than the former. 
12 For an articulated view about the superiority of standards consortia over formal SDOs see [Cargill & Bolin, 2006]. 
13 Obviously, an SSO’s right field of expertise is a sine-qua-non (and will, therefore, not be discussed here). 
14 In particular, this holds for a private standards consortia. Most international and regional SDOs have national 
membership (ETSI and partly ITU being the exceptions here). 
15 The two most popular options include Fair, Reasonable and Non-Discriminatory (FRAND) and Royalty Free (RF). 
See e.g. [Simcoe, 2008] or [Lea & Hall, 2004] for in-depth discussions. 



institutions that actively contribute to the standardisation work in an SSO. Such active 
participation is a very good indicator of its support of the SSO’s standards setting activities. 
4.2.3 ‘Standards Setting Process’ Attributes 

An SSO’s standards setting process is decisive for its ability to quickly adapt to a changing 
environment and newly emerging requirements, to meet a window of opportunity, or to support 
real-world implementations.  
In many ways, ‘time’ is an important dimension. Relevant aspects here include primarily ‘short 
time to market’ and the ability to spot a window of opportunity and to deliver inside this window. 
That is, the time it takes to develop standard is an important factor. Obviously, this depends very 
much on, for example, the level of consensus sought, the degree of openness of a standards 
setting process, its transparency, the required level of consensus and the observation of due 
process. In many cases, it will be necessary to balance the requirement for speed and the need for 
a broad consensus (which, in turn, has an impact on the ‘legitimacy’ of a standard). 
Other potentially important aspects here include the requirement for interoperable 
implementations of a standard and proof of an implementation’s conformance with the standard.  
4.2.4 ‘Output’ Attributes 

The deliverables an SSO produces give an indication about its flexibility. For instance, full-
blown formal standards indicate a more lengthy process, technical reports or similar types of 
deliverables suggest a faster, more adaptable process with a lower level of consensus. 
Information about the number of implementations shows the relative ‘importance’ of an SSO 
may serve as one indicator of its ‘credibility’. A standard that is maintained over time also says 
something about the SSO’s willingness to adapt its deliverables to changing environments (as 
opposed to a ‘fire and forget’ approach). A well-managed maintenance process is extremely 
helpful for longevity and adaptability of a standard. This also includes a mechanism to ensure 
consistency of an SSO’s standards.  
4.2.5 Different Stakeholders’ Perspectives 

Different stakeholders will assign different levels of importance to the attributes outlined above. 
For example, a typical motivation for a large user company16 to participate in standards setting is 
to avoid eventually being stranded with a standard that doesn’t succeed in the market. From its 
perspective (and apart from being technically adequate) the standard needs to be based on a broad 
consensus of all relevant stakeholders. It should adequately reflect user requirements and enjoy 
the support of many/all relevant major vendors and/or service providers. Ideally, no royalties 
should be attached but if licensing fees are to be paid they should be reasonable and not 
discriminate against individual stakeholders. 

On the other end of the spectrum holders of a strong relevant patent portfolio (including 
potentially essential patents17) may well aim to make as much money as possible out of their IPR. 
To that end, they will primarily aim to assume a leadership position, either in the SSO or in the 
group that oversees the development of the standard in question. In addition, they will also send 
staff to the working group that does the actual technical specification work. Accordingly, they 

                                                
16 Think of it here as e.g. a large petro-chemical company. 
17 An essential patent describes an invention that must be implemented to comply with a standard. 



will look for a less democratic, hierarchical structure and processes that allow them to exert the 
desired influence.  
The above, though over-simplifying, highlights that different stakeholders will look for different 
characteristics in an SSO, depending on their respective strategy (which may, of course, vary 
between standards). 

4.3 Individual Standards Setters 
The discussion above shows that different stakeholder will aim at exerting varying degrees of 
influence over an SSO’s process, depending on their respective levels of interest in a standard to 
be developed. Thus far, the focus has been on more strategic issues – e.g. how to select the best-
suited SSO, how to arrive at standards that are in line with business interests. 
However, at the end of the day, a standard’s specification results from the efforts of the members 
of an SSO’s working group (see also sect. 2). Consequently, these individuals’ motivations, 
attitudes and views are very likely to have an influence on the outcome of the standards setting 
process. A quote from a survey reported in [Jakobs et al., 2001] may serve to highlight this: 

“Oddly enough, it's been my experience that _individuals_ dominate ISO. Sometimes 
the individual will have a powerful multinational corporation or government/national 
interest on their side, but the bully pulpit is controlled by individuals, and only those 
with a strong sense of purpose survive.”  

Even if one assumes that this is not necessarily always the case, the influence the strong-minded 
individual standards setter may have on the final outcome of the process should not be 
underestimated. Umapathy et al. [2007] put it quite nicely: “The human dimension of standards 
setting is an important component of the consensus-based process employed by standards 
consortia”. It should be added that the same holds for formal SDOs. 

At least in the field of ICT (and specifically in mobile communication) the WGs are almost 
exclusively populated by engineers with a strong technical background (as opposed to e.g. 
strategy or marketing; see e.g. [Rosenkopf et al., 2001], [Jakobs et al., 2010a] or, albeit for a 
more historical account, [Henrich-Franke, 2008]). One should, therefore, assume that technical 
soundness, representing good engineering practice and going beyond the state-of-the-art, is the 
most important individual success factor for a proposal to become the new standard. Yet, there is 
evidence that speaking out at meetings for or against a proposal is the most important single 
factor that influences technical decisions [Jakobs et al., 2001], [Jakobs et al., 2010a]. That is, 
even good proposals will hardly be considered if nobody is available to defend them at meetings. 
However, continuous active participation in standards setting in order to support proposals is a 
necessary condition, but not a sufficient one. Rather, a sustained participation by the same 
capable – and thus respected – representatives is the most promising approach. Over time, such 
individuals will have established extensive personal networks with their peers from both their 
own and other firms [Grundström & Wilkinson, 2004]; they will have amassed a wealth of social 
capital [Dokko & Rosenkopf, 2010]. Such networks or social capital will make it much easier to 
solve any identified problems either up-front or to find solutions to newly emerged problems in a  
rather more informal way (see also [Henrich-Franke, 2008] for a nice historical example). 
The individual members of standards working groups act according to the role each of them 
assumes. These roles may be categorised along two dimensions. The first such dimension might 
be referred to as ‘Task’. This refers to the actual type of activity in the WG an individual carries 



out. Such a Task may, for example, be to contribute fine-grained technical details (‘Architect’), 
just observe (‘Bystander’), guide the whole process (‘Facilitator’) or indeed try and thwart it 
(‘Obstructionist’; see e.g. [Umapathy et al, 2007] and [Spring et al., 1995]). The second 
dimension could be called ‘Representation’. According to [Jakobs et al., 2001], WG members 
may see themselves as e.g. ‘Company Representative’, ‘User Advocate’ or ‘Techie’ (i.e. focus on 
technically clean and advanced solutions). These dimensions are not totally orthogonal to each 
other (for example, a ‘Techie’ somewhat resembles an ‘Architect’) but in general each instance of 
‘Representation’ may be associated with the best suited ‘Task’ (which may change over time). 
In addition to the informal roles described above more formal roles also need to be filled in a 
standards WG. Depending on the SSO, such roles may include, for example, ‘Editor’ or ‘WG 
Chair’. These roles typically require a not inconsiderable amount of additional work to be done. 
The influence of those who are prepared to put in this extra work should not be under-estimated 
(see also e.g. [Spring et al., 1995]). Yet, a similar level of influence may be acquired through e.g. 
a combination of a strong personality and in-depth technical expertise. In fact, these two aspects 
are probably intertwined – those with strong views are more likely to be inclined to invest time 
and effort to actually get their ideas incorporated into the standard. 

5 PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER 
This paper has identified and discussed a number of factors that may have an impact on a firm’s 
success in ICT standardisation. Some of these factors link directly to a firm’s business strategy, 
as exemplified by the rather close correlation between types of organisational strategies and 
approaches to standardisation, as identified by Mitchell and Updegrove, respectively. Other 
aspects, like the importance of the skills and expertise of the individuals that do the actual 
standardisation work in the technical working groups of the SSOs, have also been highlighted. 
An adequate consideration of these factors, and appropriate implementation through a dedicated 
corporate standardisation management, should help standardisation managers to perform their 
tasks more efficiently and effectively. 
Thus far, the paper looked at the actors ‘SSOs’, ‘Companies’ and ‘Individuals’ separately. 
Obviously, though, they are closely intertwined. Moreover, other influencing factors, not 
discussed in this paper, may be identified18. Plus, of course, a standard is not an end in itself. 
Rather, it needs to be diffused and, ultimately, adopted in order to be of any relevance for the 
market and, not least, its developers. Figure 5 puts it all in pictorial form.  

The links between the individual entities are really quite obvious. Corporate strategies and 
technical preferences, for example, should to a considerable degree shape the goals of the work of 
the firms’ standards setters – provided that they are aware of them. Adequate internal structures, 
processes and information flows need to be in place to help actually provide the individual WG 
members with such relevant background knowledge. Moreover, firms might want to make sure 
that their representatives in an SSO actually promote their employer’s interests (if applicable). 

Both the technical and the non-technical (rhetoric, diplomatic etc.) capabilities and experiences of 
the individual representatives will have a considerable impact on the final standard. Which of 
these are more influential may vary between committees (ideally, WG members possess both, but 

                                                
18 See e.g. [Brons, 2007] for a discussion of factors that may impact effective participation in standardisation. 



such people are hard to come by). In any case, presence at meetings to defend one’s own proposal 
or kill a competing one is a sine-qua-non. 
 

 
Figure 5: Some Factors That Influence Standards Development 

‘Success’ is tricky term in standardisation, with several dimensions. From a participating 
stakeholder’s perspective, one dimension depends on its initial goals. For a Spectator, for 
instance, ‘success’ will simply mean improved intelligence. A Contributor may measure success 
in terms of his technical proposals that have been incorporated into a standard; this may give him 
a competitive edge in the development of the specified product or service. Moreover, the standard 
may be a potential source of royalties if the proposals were based on patented technology.  
However, this is only part of the picture. The standard also needs to be actually implemented and 
incorporated into products or services. That is, adoption by the market is the ultimate success 
factor for those who contributed to its development. For Followers and Contributors, i.e. those 
who would typically contribute the most to the technical work, bot dimensions are important. For 
Leaders, the fact that a standard has come into existence may be the most important aspect; they 
do not necessarily care about its technical nuts and bolts (see also e.g. [Updegrove, 2003]). 
In any case, stakeholders that want to excel in ICT standards setting need to be aware that all 
aspects discussed above need to be taken into account; their respective relevance will vary 
between categories. Followers and Contributors need to make sure that they have good technical 
proposals to be defended by equally good representatives. Leaders, on the other hand, will need 
to focus more on strategic aspects. In any case, representatives at all levels need to be well 
informed about their employer’s strategic and tactical goals in the field. Obviously, this implies 
that the employer is very clear about his goals. 



A number of potentially important aspects are not depicted in Figure 5. For one, a firm may very 
well have considerable influence on e.g. the structure and the by-laws of an SSO. This will be 
most visible in those cases where the firm is a founding member of a new SSO. Likewise, in the 
figure the direction of influence is from the firm and the SSO, respectively, on the working 
group. It might well be conceivable that it also works in the opposite direction – that individual 
WG members have an influence on, for instance, their employer’s strategic direction as a result of 
their standardisation work. And finally, a quantification of the individual influential factors 
would be of considerable interest albeit probably next to impossible to achieve up-front. 
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