De facto versus de jure

The Concise Oxford Dictionary offers no fewer than 12 definitions of the word ‘standard’. The list below, while faithful to the OCD’s wording, does skip the definitions relating to the flags of armies, upright supports, tunes or songs of established popularity, upright water and gas pipes, shrubs and trees that grow without support to form standard roses, the system for defining how much fine metal should be in gold or silver coins, and a couple of antiquated British definitions to do with timber and elementary education. Which leaves:

1. An object or quality or measure serving as a basis or example or principle to which others should conform or by which the accuracy or quality is judged.

2a. The degree of excellence and so on required for a particular purpose.
2b. Average quality (as in ‘of low standard’).

3. The ordinary procedure, or quality or design of a product, without added or novel features.

4. A document specifying nationally or internationally agreed properties, for manufactured goods. For example the European standard for CE marking.

5. A thing recognised as a model for imitation.
    
Cynics might argue that so many definitions means standards bodies can choose which suits them best. However, for the rest of us who have to live in the real world, there are just two types of standard in the IT industry: de jure and de facto standards. 
De jure standards are those ratified by recognised international standards bodies such as the ISO and IEEE. Ethernet is an example of a de jure standard. They are usually given an identification number of some kind for easy and precise reference. In the case of Ethernet this is 802.3, one of the most familiar numbers in IT.

De facto standards are those used by the vast majority of the market, but which aren’t necessarily open or based on any de jure standards. DOS is an example of a de facto standard.

At a time when it mattered, there were three distinct DOS products on the market: MS-DOS from Microsoft, PC DOS from IBM, and DR DOS from Digital Research. Although they were similar products with similar features, each had its own quirks which meant you could never be 100 per cent certain your software would run on them all.

De jure standards are needed to prevent this kind of problem. They set out (usually in minute and tedious detail) what the standard is for, its specifications and the compliance criteria. They are usually accompanied by some kind of test suite for determining compliance.

De jure standards are also required to help prevent ‘lock-in’ - a term used to describe the way some IT suppliers use proprietary technologies to tie their customers to their products, so making it extremely difficult for them to buy from rival suppliers. However, the growth of the Internet and the drive towards Open Systems has made lock-in less common than it used to be when mainframes and minicomputers ruled IT departments. Increasing customer sophistication has also made it more difficult for vendors to get away with this particular stunt.

De jure standards are just about the only way to ensure compatibility between different vendors products. However this is only because, left to their own devices, the vast majority of vendors can’t be trusted to do themselves (many can hardly be trusted to make sure their own products work properly with each other). 

