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STANDARDIZATION: AID TO INNOVATION

ROBERT A. BYERS
Standardization Group

NASA Data Systems
Jet Lab. of the Cal. Tech.

Standards programs are, far too often, accused of inhibiting the creative process. By
implication, “standards” stand in the way of progress, an effective barrier to the
introduction of new ideas. Standards are, in fact, an aid to the innovator and, far from
hindering the implementation of good ideas, they often foster the development and
subsequent realization of those ideas.

We must remember that standardization is intended to bring order to a complex situation.
Its introduction is very nearly always, for example, the overall system has become so
complex that it is beyond the comprehension of the individual. A “good” idea, introduced
into this environment can have many possible results; some may be constructive, while
others can be neutral or even destructive. The time of change for the sake of change or to
provide entertainment value for the innovator has passed. We still need change, however,
to improve the program, and to insure that the taxpayer gets the most for his buck. And,
we need those innovators with their good ideas.

How, then, do standards help the innovator? This is accomplished in several ways:

1. They free him from concern over unimportant detail, allowing more time for the
development and orderly exploration of the control problem.

2. They provide him with visibility into complex systems that he often lacks, regardless of
his vantage point.

3. They provide a “standard” with which to measure the merit of his idea.

4. They provide him a “point of reference” by which he can assess his direction.

5. They often provide a means by which he can identify those areas, in complex systems,
which require improvement.

6. They (standards programs) provide a centralized forum for detailed evaluation of his
contribution.



The above list, while certainly not exhaustive, serves to demonstrate some of the principal
ways in which standardization acts to help the guy with the idea. To ensure that
standarization does help and does serve to effect and not handicap a good idea, we must
bear in mind that standards, too, must change and, ultimately, incorporate those ideas
which result in a better system or a better product. Standardization for the sake of
standardization does not work.




