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This book is about the public policy that is, and the public policy that should be, regulating information technology in the United States. Though not without its faults, it is one of those impressive works that reveals both the unique properties of its subject – the ongoing development and regulation of information technology – and more general truths about the nature of public regulation of private enterprise in the United States.

The authors’ major contention is certain features of modern communications technologies and industry make them unique historically and so necessitate a novel policy structure for their regulation. Much of their argument is about the new features of modern technology, i.e. digital technology has reached a stage where a single conduit can reach homes to provide telephone, television, radio, internet and other communications, where in the past separate elements of physical infrastructure were required to provide each of those services. But the history of government involvement in the communications industries also mean those industries are facing increasingly awkward positions. Many of them used to rely on (or continue to rely on) legally protected private monopolies, and the shift towards new, flexible, and open technological structures threatens to seriously undermine major portions of the industry – and they have huge political heels to drag. Last, the importance of information technology to non-information technology sectors of the American economy makes communications policy even more important. Ultimately, the question the authors address is: how can the government regulate information technology so as to maintain or increase the United States’ economic competitiveness in the global market without gutting (or provoking) major communication industry players and while ensuring fair services for American consumers?


In answering the question, the authors investigate a variety of comparative situations, from public policy governing railroads and the earliest public communications in the late nineteenth century – also a time of rapid technological development – to the contemporary information technology policy of Europe and Japan. They find the public policy of the robber baron era to be flawed both for its lack of intervention (its failure to prevent price fixing and gouging) and for its excessive intervention (in granting private monopolies and creating inefficiencies). And they decide that the relatively strict regulatory traditions of Europe and Japan are both unsuitable to the United States’ business climate, and will not be efficient in a new era demanding flexibility and adaptation. Interestingly, at the same time, they do see Europe and Japan as major competitive threats to American business, partly because their regulatory structure is conducive to beneficial (if also inefficient) uniformity of standards.

These comparisons lead the authors to conclude that a novel regulatory framework is required to maintain American competitiveness globally and serve the public interest at home. The framework they advocate is an “Open Communications Infrastructure” (OCI), a model emphasizing free market competition facilitated by a mostly, but not entirely, laissez faire approach from the government. In particular, they (somewhat vaguely) describe the government as setting goals and guiding the development of standards, while leaving most else to the market. The authors outline four components to the OCI: open architecture, which is the ability of multiple forms of communication to travel through the same physical connections and logical network; open access, or the reduction of barriers to entry created to protect monopolies in past communication regulation situations; universal access, which demands some semblance of equality in access to information technology across all members of society; and flexible access, which would allow different users to use a single infrastructure for any of various uses at different times. In the authors’ view, this policy framework would provide for a revolutionarily competitive environment in which established industry players would re-carve their niches, negative externalities (due, for example, to barriers to entry) would be significantly reduced by standardization, positive externalities (e.g. corporate support for public education) would be fostered, and the public would have less expensive, better quality service and rapidly evolving technology.

It should be asked of all calls for novel or revolutionary change whether the conditions demanding change really represent coherent breaks from the past or whether they are better understood as more modest adjustments from the status quo. I think there is a view, for example, that would argue the OCI proposed here is less a revolutionary transformation and more a subtle shift. For example, the authors criticize what we know of as ‘deregulation,’ but don’t go far enough in showing that the real problem with American deregulation is not that the government is not staying out of business enough but that business isn’t staying out of government enough. More often than not, deregulation has been merely re-regulation in favor of the players best able to manipulate the political situation. Since the authors examine the era of the robber barons for lessons about public policy, it seems peculiar to me that they don’t spell out more clearly the many similarities between our era and that one. Thus, the OCI in some ways comes across as troublingly middle of the road.

That said, the book does do a good job of addressing the many hurdles their plan’s implementation will face. The political realities, in which the major players in information and information technology have the ears of regulators and legislators alike, are not lost on them. As they point out, major companies with something to lose are likely to advocate a system of known regulation and gridlock to a new one with real competition, and they probably have the power to maintain the status quo. In this connection, one is forced to compare the Japanese/European regulatory systems, with all their economic inefficiencies, with the political inefficiencies at home. So what does the OCI have going for it? It does have the kind of simple elegance revered by policy wonks, economists, and businessmen alike. One key to its implementation will definitely be its promise to reduce regulation – as long as it is not implemented selectively (as the authors rightly fear).

Globalization is another phenomenon the authors do not sufficiently address. While they devote considerable thought to the information systems emerging in Europe and Japan, and they are clearly concerned about American global competitiveness, they give surprisingly little space to considering the effectiveness of a national – albeit “flexible” and “open” – policy structure. I’m curious whether attitudes and assumptions about globalization have developed so much over the ten years since the book was written that the authors did not have the same perspective we have, which suggests that national policy initiatives over information technology really may have little influence over a market rapidly globalizing (not least in information technology).

