Philipson column for 12 June 2001 

The information technology industry is one of the world’s largest. It accounts for around 5 per cent of the global economy, and much more of certain and visible important parts of it, such as US stock market capitalisation. Small changes in market share between suppliers can mean billions of dollars.

With so much at stake, little wonder that so much is spent on increasing market share, and on increasing the size of the market. Many techniques are used – advertising, public relations, direct marketing – the whole panoply of modern-day techniques of persuasion and coercion.

The recent case against Microsoft exposed a range of other practices that companies can, and do, use to maintain and increase market share. Microsoft has been exposed as a greedy company with the morals of a mollusc, but it is hardly alone, in the IT industry or in the business world in general. Recent events in the Australian corporate world are a reminder, if any is necessary, that “business ethics” is an oxymoron to rival “military intelligence” and “progressive conservative”.

One interesting technique used by Microsoft and others is to set up “independent” industry associations to promote their views. It’s a bit like the tobacco companies funding cancer research and the oil companies with their conservation outfits, and other equally spurious and well documented activities in other industries. It’s all about giving respectability to their activities.

These “independent” associations provide a veneer of objectivity to vendors’ views. They issue “white papers” on various matters, conduct “research” of various sorts, fund conferences, lobby governments, infest standards bodies, issue press releases, and all the rest of it, all of course from the purest of motives.

Once when I was driving in the country I picked up a young hitchhiker. He was a pleasant lad, uneducated and not real bright but with a desire to better himself. The conversation got around to education, and he asked me what I had studied at university. One of my subjects was philosophy. He asked me what it was, and in true Socratic fashion I asked him what he thought it was.

“A bunch of people saying things in different ways,” he said. Well, that’s about the best definition of philosophy I’ve ever heard. It’s also a good definition of the law, and of much intellectual activitity. To follow the Microsoft legal case, and to read some of the stuff coming out of the “independent” industry associations is to take an adventure in Wonderland, where words and phrases mean exactly what the speaker wants them to mean, nothing more and nothing less.

The absurdity of it all was drawn to my attention recently with the publication of a couple of white papers by an organisation calling itself ProComp (“Project to Promote Competition and Innovation in the Digital Age”). Both documents are standard anti-Microsoft stuff, the kind the conspiracy theorists love, about Microsoft’s many anti-competitive practices. Find them, and much other ant-Microsoft material, at www.procompetition.org.

ProComp conveniently does not disclose who its members are, citing a fear of what Microsoft might do to some of them if it found out they were involved. “There are a number of companies and associations involved, some of whom prefer to remain anonymous. This speaks volumes about the power of Microsoft.” And about the motives of ProComp, one suspects. Companies that are on record as being members include Oracle, Sun, Corel, and Netscape. True objectivity.

Not to be outdone, Microsoft has set up its own “independent” association, with the Orwellian title of “The Assocation for Competitive Technology” (www.actonline.org). It and the equally autonomous “Computing Technology Industry Association” (www.comptia.org) issued an “objective” assessment of ProComp’s attacks, making – with astonishing coincidence – exactly the same arguments as Microsoft made in its court case. Indeed, the rebuttal was written by a lawyer. These two organisations have equally vague membership disclosures, but Microsoft contributes generously to them.

I do not wish in this column to get into the wrongs and rights of Microsoft’s case. I believe it has already been demonstrated beyond reasonable doubt that it has abused its market position, but to tell you the truth I don’t much care. That is the nature of business, unfortunately. What does irritate me, much more, is the widespread technique, now so sophisticated that it is nearing an art form, of setting up ostensibly independent “industry associations” to promote partisan views.

I know quite a few research companies that write reports for money – the vendor pays them, and in return receives a favourable assessment of its products. (Gartner Group, where I once worked, is not one of these companies, I am happy to say). It is a practice I abhor, but the culprits are fortunately pretty easy to identify.

The problem with the other practice is that there are many truly objective industry organisations, such as the Australian Information Industry Association (AIIA) that do admirable work. The actions of a few major vendors in getting others to push their barrows risks tarring them all with the same brush, and makes it harder for us all to believe anything any more.

Such is life.
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