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Stimulating talented people to combine their knowledge and enthusiasm with experienced managers to create an 

approach to the future questions of communication sounds like an ambitious plan waiting to fail.  Never the less we 

think that in a world that is changing rapidly this is the real challenge to engage upon.

Peter F. Drucker, a creative thinker who is considered to be the first Management Consultant in the previous century 

once said; The best way to predict the future is to create it. 

So we invited TNO to combine their knowledge and enthusiasm with  customers and colleagues of PortingXS to de-

bate and think of future developments and their impact. Personally I find the conclusions a surprise, they offer both 

a real challenge as well as a tremendous opportunity for the telecommunication operators.

We present you this paper to share this vision, for the same Peter also said;

The only true thing we know about the future is that it will be different.

We hope this paper stimulates the debate in the sector and we hope you’ll enjoy reading it.

Best regards,

Ronald Vlasman

CEO PortingXS

Dear Reader





Internet communication services such as social networks and instant messaging differ from telephony services in 

various ways. These internet services do not use addresses such as a telephone number, but instead rely on people 

exposing their identity through a profile. Also, these internet services do not combine into a single worldwide ubi-

quitous system, but many providers offer their own non-standardized communication services. This paper investi-

gates the consequences of these differences through the eyes of four archetype users: Adventure, Budget, Comfort 

and Durable.

Adventure people like innovation. They always want the newest features in their services. This may lead to a social 

lock-in. Adventure people may want to use the most innovative service, but if their friends use a different service, 

they are forced to choose between the innovative features and their friends. So, adventure people are locked into a 

service by the ties to the people they know.

Budget people look for the best price. But, once they have invested in something, this may lead to a price lock-in. If 

budget people have invested in applications for a specific mobile phone type, or in equipment for a certain service, 

this may limit their choices. If they do want a different mobile phone or a different service, they will need to re-

invest. So, budget people are locked in by the money already spent.

Comfort people look for the best service. They want to spend time using their services, not configuring them. This 

may lead to a service lock-in. Once comfort people are using a service that is working smoothly, they dread swit-

ching to a different service. Switching means they have to spend their time again configuring the service, adding 

their friends, building their profile, etc. So, comfort people are locked in by their existing profile data.

Durable people look for idealism in their provider. They want a provider with good ethics and a focus on sustaina-

ble development. This may lead to a moral lock-in. The number of providers matching their idealism will be small, 

since many service offerings are driven by a commercial motive. And, an idealistic provider may not have an exten-

sive service portfolio. So, durable people are locked in by the idealism they want in their provider.

Interoperability is the answer to social lock-ins and moral lock-ins. For adventure people it can offer social 

network interconnection, allowing these people to choose any innovative social network, and have their friends 

on a mainstream social network. For durable people it can offer service feature interconnection, allowing these 

people to have their main services from an idealistic provider while having some separate service features from less 

idealistic providers.

Portability is the answer to price lock-ins and service lock-ins. For budget people it can offer equipment or ap-

plication portability, allowing them to bring their old applications to a new device or to bring their old device to 

a new service provider. For comfort people it can offer data portability, allowing them to bring all their profile 

information, contact lists and service configuration to a different service offered by a different service provider.

Interoperability and portability can come about through either free market initiatives or through government 

intervention. Consumer demand has already given rise to a number of free market interoperability and portability 

initiatives. However, since these services leave most of the established lock-ins in place, government intervention 

is looming. The first signs of this are already present in the recent EU Digital Agenda which explicitly mentions 

interoperability as a goal. Government intervention could create opportunities for telecom operators and service 

providers, allowing them to enter a market in which their current stake is small, for many even negligible.

Summary





This paper gives a glance into a future in the area of addressing and digital identities. It takes a broad end-user 

perspective, showing the context in which people use these addresses;  and digital identities. People do not so 

much use addresses, they use communication services offered by service providers. People not only use telephony 

services but increasingly rely on various non-standardized Internet communication services.

There are two big differences between communication services such as telephony and Internet communication 

services such as social networks:

First, instead of relying on an address such as a telephone number, Internet communication services rely on the •	

information a person discloses about himself or herself. People need to find one another using the information 

they have about someone’s digital identity. This may be someone’s name or e-mail address, but could also be 

someone’s nickname, someone’s city of residence or the names of mutual friends. 

Second, instead of offering a service that is usable worldwide to reach anyone anywhere, Internet communica-•	

tion services offer a worldwide reach to members-only. Different providers provide similar services to different 

people and people often use not one but multiple services for various purposes. Instead of one ubiquitous 

telephony service, the Internet offers countless communication services with varying popularity. 

The goal of this paper is to give an insight in the consequences of the developments in the area of addressing and 

digital identities, and to give an insight in an answer to the problems these developments give rise to. The intended 

audience is anyone who is involved in communication services, ranging from telephony to social networking, and 

particularly people involved in interconnection, numbering and addressing.

Outline

The next section sets the stage for this paper. It describes the context, which ranges from telephone numbering to 

digital identities in an online environment. 

After that, four user scenarios are introduced. These scenario’s are not so much alternative world views, but show 

four different archetype users: Adventure, Budget, Comfort and Durable. These extreme profiles help us paint a 

picture of the future; they help us look ahead. 

Next, we show a specific problem category for each of these types of users. Each user’s specific type of behaviour 

leads to a specific kind of customer lock-in situation. These lock-in situations are considered problems from the 

user’s perspective.

For the different lock-in situations, interoperability and portability are the main solutions. The next section discusses 

these solutions and shows how they solve each of the archetype user’s problems.

The last section discusses the big remaining questions: why would interoperability and portability be introduced, 

and what would this mean for telecommunication providers?

Introduction



 



Addressing is about a means to an end. Addressing is about giving unique identi-

fiers to people. People can use these identifiers in the digital domain for a variety 

of reasons, setting up communication between people being a primary reason. 

The use of addressing and identifiers has changed throughout the years. In the 

sections below, the context of this vision paper is outlined. What were addresses 

originally, what has changed through the years, and what are the developments 

we are currently seeing? This section sets the stage, giving a background and 

context of what this paper is all about.

In this paper, the terms ‘address’ and ‘identity’ are used almost interchangeably. 

An address is a unique string with which you are reachable on a network, while an 

identity is something you are. Communication used to be about having some-

one’s address, but modern Internet communication services require you to know 

a person, to find them using what you know about their identity. The address 

becomes something technical in the network and not something people use to 

set up communications. 

Telephone numbers

The telephone number is one of the oldest enablers for telecommunication. The 

very first telephone networks used human telephone operators to provide the 

intelligence in the network and set up communication. With the introduction of 

telephone numbers an automated system emerged that allowed for communica-

tion between people worldwide.  A lot has happened since the first introduction 

of telephone numbers. For one, many people now have multiple numbers for 

multiple phones. People have a home phone, one or two mobile phones and an 

office phone, and each telephone is reachable with its own number. 

With the liberalisation of the telecommunication market much has changed. 

Prices have dropped dramatically, and telecommunication laws have been 

implemented to stimulate competition. The obligation to interconnect networks 

has been key for new entrants, allowing their customers to call any other person 

on any other network. Also, the obligation to assist in number portability is very 

important, allowing customers to keep their number while changing service 

provider. 

Many people value their telephone numbers on which they are reachable. All 

their family, friends and business relations have the number in their address 

books. The ability the change provider and still retain your telephone number is 

an important condition for the open telecommunication market to work.

Digital identities

Changes in addressing are not limited to telephone numbers only. The rise of 

the Internet has changed the way people communicate. This started with e-mail, 

Developments in addressing and digital identities



giving people a (near) zero-cost way of sending messages. After e-mail came chat, 

with software programs like ICQ and MSN messenger, giving people a new real-

time communication means. The last few years, other new media have emerged. 

People use social networks to keep in touch with all their friends, and build a 

digital profile with which they present themselves to the world. This normally all 

works on a computer, but more and more people use a variety of devices to use 

all these different communication means.

All these new ways of communicating have changed the way we should look at 

addresses. A telephone number is a fixed address, standardized for worldwide 

use. E-mail addresses are quite similar, they are also a fixed address to send and 

receive messages. But for chat and social networks, this changes. Instead of an ad-

dress, people have a digital identity. You do not use an address to communicate, 

but you have to search for your friends using other characteristics. Sometimes an 

e-mail address is used to locate a friend’s profile, but often you search for them 

using their name, the city and country they live in. And once you find them, you 

add them to your list of friends and no longer have to think about it.

Another trend is that identities and their uses get more interwoven. An identity 

created for one service is suddenly used for other services as well. Your e-mail 

address is often also your account name in many online stores. Many Internet 

services started working together on some level, but in many cases this requires 

identities to be shared. In some shops, in order to pay with an electronic payment 

system such as Paypal, the e-mail address used in the shop must match the e-mail 

address used in Paypal.

Identity systems

Some other developments have also started, but have not yet taken off. Identities 

get interconnected, instead of only re-used. Large service providers on the Inter-

net, such as Microsoft, Google or Yahoo, already offer a single sign-on for all their 

services. But it does not stop there. Non-profit foundations like for instance the 

OpenID Foundation offer users a single online identity to be used on all partici-

pating websites and services. Vodafone 360 offers a single mobile environment in 

which you can manage all your social networks and communication, as do other 

mobile operators and cell phone manufacturers. 

These kinds of ubiquitous identity systems offer advantages to end users, but are 

far from omnipresent. Not every Internet service will adhere to a single system, 

even if that system is created by non-profit foundation like the OpenID Founda-

tion. Nor is it possible to create an application that will support any and every 

type of address and identity. Also, people are using multiple identities for several 

reasons. They use different identities for work, family and friends, different identi-

ties for communication, social networks and online shopping, different identities 

for news-letters, blogs and forums. People do this because they experience these 

other people and these things as different environments. Just as you can dress for 

the occasion, you can also choose your identity for the occasion. An identity sy-



stem covering all these different aspects seems still far away, if ever such a system 

could be built.

There are two main developments we can identify here:

People use a lot of (profile) data in their services. Part of the data used is •	

about their identity, about the way they present themselves to the world. 

This data also allows other people to find them. Other data includes contact 

list information, service configuration, but also includes photos, links to other 

material, links to friends, etc.

People use multiple different non-interconnected services. These different •	

services have a different user base, offer different features and require dif-

ferent software or equipment. Not everyone is reachable via any service, and 

this is one of the reasons people often use multiple similar services instead of 

choosing just one.

The question is, how do these developments impact the end users? This question 

will be answered in the remainder of this paper.





If you want to say something about the future of addressing, you should be able to 
say something about how users behave in that future. Addresses or digital identities 
are only a means to an end, and in this case the ‘end’ is how people communicate 
with each other. We use four end-user scenarios to help define future user behaviour. 
In this paper scenarios are not alternative world views but are one-sided users, users 
who crave one thing above everything else. We will introduce these types of users 
in this section, and use them in the next sections to show what challenges they face 
using their communication services.

The four scenarios are formed on two axes: 

Individual vs. Collective: •	  
The difference between individualists and collectivists lies in the degree to which 
they let their own interests prevail above those of the group they belong to.
Active vs. Passive:•	  
The difference between active and passive people lies in the degree to which 
they explore and change their environment rather than conform to external 
influences.

Figure 1: The axes ‘active vs. passive’ and ‘individual vs. collective’ lead to the four 
scenario’s ‘Adventure’, ‘Budget’, ‘Comfort’ and ‘Durable’.  Each scenario has it’s own drive.
Adventure craves innovation, Budget triggers on price, Comfort seeks good service and 
Durable desires Idealism.

These two axis lead to four scenarios or what we will call ‘archetype users’. In this 
paper we will use these archetypes to explore future user behaviour and derive ways 
that addressing and digital identities may evolve. We will also introduce four fictive 
users, who will serve as concrete examples of these archetypes: Adventure Alex, Bud-

get Bob, Comfort Clair and Durable Donna. 

Four user scenario’s

Active Passive

Individual

Collective

Adventure Budget

Durable Comfort

Innovation Price

Idealism Service
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Introducing Donna

Donna is 63 and lives together with her partner Peter in a lively part of town. Donna works for the municipality 

as a project manager and is looking forward to her retirement. She will then have much more time to go to her 

vegetable garden outside of town and keep her blog on growing and cooking with organic food updated. Donna 

is very conscious about the providers she chooses for her products and for the services she needs. The provider 

she now has for her VoIP and internet subscription is currently the only one on the market with an explicit policy 

on sustainability and social responsibility: they use only green energy, do business almost without paper and 

have very clear privacy policies, etc.

Introducing Alex

Alex is 17 and he is about to finish high school. He enjoys an active social life, part of which takes place online. 

Alex uses both his mobile phone and laptop to continuously keep his online social networks updated on his ‘of-

fline’ activities such as practicing and performing with his band and supporting his favourite soccer team. To this 

end, he enthusiastically uses a new social network that allows users to add their own special interactive features. 

For instance, he has created an online sub-community to share videos of live music performances and a website 

for rating soccer matches.

Adventure craves innovation

The ‘Adventure’ scenario is based on fun-lovers who, above all, crave more excitement, variety and pleasure in their 

lives. They are out to have a good time with lots of thrills. Life is a fairy tale and society is the theme park where it is 

played out. They are not so much conforming to established social patterns but are more about creating their own. 

‘Flexibility’ and ‘mobility’ are the catchwords. Contacts are plentiful but often very superficial. 

In the context of this paper, these people constantly seek the latest innovations. They want to try the newest devices 

and the newest services, continually hopping from one place to another. A social network is not ‘the place to be’, but 

merely one of the many places they hang out. They do not limit themselves to just one social network, but try and 

use everything that is out there. They are the first to use the newest apps and also the first to discard them.  They 

feel adventurous and bold, but may be seen as reckless and going too fast.

Durable desires idealism

This scenario focuses on the quality of life and is opposed to the idea that progress usually means ‘more’. People are tired 

of innovations and have slotted into a new mindset, giving them more time to enjoy nature and each other. People no 

longer want to be manipulated by advertising and promotional campaigns. Peace and quiet are what counts, not joi-

ning in the rat race. People feel that sustainable development is a necessary condition for their own and other people’s 

wellbeing.

In the context of this paper, these people are mostly looking at the providers who offer services instead of at the services 

themselves, looking for providers that share their idealism. Yes, they still want to communicate, and yes, they also see 

the Internet as a fine means to stay in contact with likeminded people. The Internet and its new media services offer 

good ways to organize this grouping-together in a way to be able to contribute to society. But, fancy new services are 

less important than a provider that is on the moral high-ground. They feel socially engaged, but may be seen as picky.
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Budget triggers on price

In this scenario, people are very money-minded and often face money problems. With hard work, thriftiness and an 

occasional lucky break, they manage to keep their heads above water. Money is a constant worry. The most striking 

aspect of this scenario is people’s extreme price-consciousness, with everyone attempting to squeeze the most 

out of every last penny. The general tendency is to grab what you can and put off your problems till tomorrow, and 

concentrate on living now.

In the context of this paper, these people constantly try to get the most value for their money spent, and get the 

best prices they can find. They look for the cheapest solution for their needs, and once they have bought into so-

mething they tend to stay with it for quite some time. Since many things on the Internet are ‘free’, they spend a lot 

of time there. But once money has to be paid, for example for certain applications, services or mobile alternatives, 

they are very critical on what they will and will not do. They may be seen as cheapskates, but they more likely feel 

entangled in a money-web.

Comfort seeks good service

The key words to describe this scenario are ‘comfort’ and ‘usefulness’. Its catchwords are ‘reduced complexity’, ‘time 

saving’ and ‘rationalization’. Comfort seekers want companies to provide products and services that are fully tailored 

to their needs. Resolving day-to-day problems, providing security, dealing with problems; these are the services that 

rate high on the busy consumer’s priority list. Comfort seekers are extremely demanding and want to be waited on 

hand and foot. High quality and service at affordable prices are key requirements.

In the context of this paper, these people want to communicate with minimal fuss, so they want the best service out 

there. Devices and services should just work, and a profile is something that should just exist and should not require 

the filling in of endless questions on a website. They tend to appreciate being helped in person, and let themselves 

be helped all the way through. They see the Internet and all the new media as very interesting, as it allows them to 

do many things and keep in contact with others from the comfortable surroundings of their own homes. They feel 

pampered, although they may be seen as lazy.

Introducing Bob

Bob is 36 and lives in a mid-sized village with his wife and two children of 6 and 8. Bob works as a team manager 

of mechanics. At home, Bob likes to make use of internet to read websites about his favourite pastime: repairing 

old cars and browse for car part bargains. He chose his internet subscription a few years ago, based on the price 

offer compared to other providers. His private mobile phone also has internet; he made a good deal two years 

ago with a two-year subscription. One of the reasons he chose this mobile phone was the (paid) ‘app’ that he 

could install on his phone, that helps you quickly find information and prices of old cars and car parts.

Introducing Claire

Claire is 48 and lives by herself in a nice apartment downtown. Claire is a freelance organisational consultant and 

already has established quite a reputation, so business is going well. Having good communication tools is es-

sential to her work, however Claire is not much into technical features or searching for the best deals; she simply 

wants her communication tools to work well effortlessly. Therefore she chose a communication package meant 

for small businesses some years ago. This package includes internet with a hosting package for a simple website, 

an e-mail account and VoIP.





In the last section we introduced four end-user extremes, each one having its own 

priority. But, the market for communication services is one of supply and demand, 

as is any market. Service providers have their own priorities and goals, having a 

large user/subscriber base being an important one. For these companies, this goal 

is roughly accomplished in two ways:

The first way is to draw in new customers.•	  For each of the four archetype 

users this could be done in a different way, focussing on what each type 

wants most. 

The second way is to retain current users.•	  Of course this is done by conti-

nuing to give them what they want, but another way of doing this is by crea-

ting so-called ‘lock-ins’. This means that the users will have a large incentive to 

stay where they are, and not switch to another provider. For each scenario a 

different kind of lock-in can be deduced.

Figure 2: Each scenario has its own associated lock-in: ‘social’, ‘price’, ‘moral’ and 
‘profile’ lock-in

Four types of lock-in

Active Passive

Individual

Collective

Adventure Budget

Durable Comfort

Social lock-in Price lock-in

Moral lock-in Pro�le lock-in
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Donna’s challenge

As opposed to other providers, Donna’s current provider does not include internet television in its package. 

Donna enjoys watching gardening programs and an occasional movie, and to this end she has to keep a separate 

relatively expensive cable subscription. Despite this, Donna would not choose another provider with other moral 

standards than hers, even if this provider includes internet television in its total package.

Alex’s challenge

Alex has established quite a presence for himself –and his band- within his current online social network, by pos-

ting a lot and sharing content. He wants to extend this visibility and interactivity to all his current and potential 

(online) friends and connections. However, Alex is quite aware of the fact that many of his friends use other social 

networks (that do not offer the same features), and they are not willing to switch to other networks because they 

prefer to keep all their content in one place.

Adventure leads to Social Lock-In

The adventure archetype wants to try any innovation they can find, but they also have friends, family, co-workers 

and the like. They run the risk of going too fast for their surroundings, as not everyone will be able to keep up. This 

may lead to what we call a ‘social lock-in’. You use the social network site that your friends use. If they use Twitter, 

you use Twitter. If they use Facebook, you use Facebook, that’s just the way it is. Even though you might miss out on 

that newest app or newest service that is available elsewhere, loosing all your friends can be just too much. You are 

locked in by your ties to the people you know.

Durable leads to Moral Lock-In

The durable archetype is set on doing the right thing, staying on the moral high ground. This can severely limit their 

choices. Even though certain providers may have a good privacy policy or a green image, most of the bigger servi-

ces are offered by commercial companies. For many commercial companies, the making of profit is more important 

than doing the right thing. The number of companies with good ethics and a focus on sustainable development 

is small. This is what we call a ‘moral lock-in’. You do not have much choice for a certain service, because not many 

providers that fit your criteria are offering it, if there are any at all. You are locked in by the idealism that you would 

like to see in others.



B
u
d
g
e
t

C
o
m

fo
rt

Budget leads to Price Lock-In

The budget archetype is keen on money, but will still spend it on devices and services. They may spend less than 

others, and they may spend it more cautiously, but spend they will none the less. Sunk cost, however, can be a real 

problem for them. Many services require a specific kind of device and many applications require a specific platform. 

Once you have invested in a certain direction, this will limit your choices. This is what we call a ‘price lock-in’. If other 

services do not support the device you have bought, or other devices will not support the apps you have bought, 

that’s just tough luck. You are locked in by the money already spent.

Comfort leads to Service Lock-In

The comfort archetype does not like too much hassle, but will still be interested by offerings of different service 

providers or by new devices. The thing is, for many services and on many devices, they have spent quite some time 

building their configuration, their profile, their contacts, their data. This may be done over time, adding a contact 

here, uploading a photo there, finding and adding some new friends, configuring a personalisable website, etc. Ho-

wever, if they want to change to a new service or device, they may have to redo all their work. This is what we call a 

‘service lock-in’. You do not want to spend your time transferring all your identities, contacts, cookies, profiles, etc. to 

a new service or device. You want to be able to use it straight away. You are locked in by the existing web of profiles 

and information in your current situation.

Bob’s challenge

Bob realises, both through advertisements and an occasional promotional call from his and other providers, that 

he can get interesting new deals on a new mobile phone with more features and faster internet. He is no longer 

bound by his contract now two years have past. He dislikes the fact, however, that he has to re-install his old-cars 

app on a new phone, paying again for the same app he already has.

Claire’s challenge

Claire actively uses her website and e-mail to get and keep in touch with connections and she proudly updates 

her website with items such as client reviews. She is worried, however, about a warning she got from her service 

provider that the amount of data on her website has reached its limits. Disappointingly, she did not get a new 

offer from her provider because her products are all tightly packaged, which forces her into searching for a whole 

new package. Something she dreads spending time on…





The last section introduced four types of lock-ins for the four archetype users. 

Although lock-ins are not necessarily a bad thing, at least from a service provider’s 

perspective, they pose limitations to consumers. Additionally, from a government 

point of view, they can be seen as restricting competition and as an obstruction to 

a free market. More on this can be found in this section which deals with a specific 

question: what can be done about these different kinds of lock-in situations?

The four types of lock-ins can be divided in two ‘abstract’ categories: 

Problems of wanting service features from multiple service providers at the •	

same time, in the same service area. This issue is solvable by interoperability.

Problems of wanting to make a switch to another provider, but wanting cer-•	

tain things to remain the same. This issue is solvable by portability.

Figure 3: Interoperability is the broad category solution for social lock-ins and moral
 lock-ins, portability is the broad category solution for price lock-ins and profile lock-
ins. For each archetype user a solution exists for their specific lock-in category. Adven-
ture gets social network interconnection, Budget gets application portability, Comfort 
gets profile portability and Durable gets service feature interconnection.

Interoperability

The underlying problem for the social and the moral lock-in, is that your service 

functionality and your social network data are part of a service offering by a single 

provider. If you choose Facebook for a social network, you can only use the func-

tionality offered by Facebook, and your friends also need to be part of Facebook. 
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Interoperability can solve this underlying problem by separating the services from 

the data of the social network. This can be done by either allowing service func-

tionality to cross provider boundaries or by allowing social network data to cross 

provider boundaries. The first we call Service Feature Interconnection, the second 

we call Social Network Interconnection.

Portability

The underlying problem for the price lock-in and profile lock-in, is that once you 

have invested in something, you are reluctant to re-invest in the same thing. This 

‘investment’ can be an investment of money. Once you have bought an applica-

tion or a piece of software, you would like to continue to use it if you buy a new 

device or computer. In this paper we call this Application Portability. The ‘invest-

ment’ can also be an investment of effort. Once you have configured your service, 

built your profile and hooked up with your friends, you don’t want to redo all that 

effort when using a new service. In this paper we call this Data Portability. Portabi-

lity can solve the underlying problem by allowing you to take with you the parts 

you would like to keep.
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Donna’s challenge

A new trend on the market of internet services is one that better suits Donna’s needs; the possibility of buying 

separate though interrelated services from different providers. This means that it is possible to have an internet 

subscription from one provider and an internet television subscription from another. This makes it possible for 

Donna to stay with her favourite provider – the only one that adheres to her moral values – for the main part of 

her internet services, and turn to another provider for one specific internet service. This other provider may have 

no policies on sustainability; however the fact that Donna only subscribes to a minor service from them makes it 

OK for her until a better solution comes by.

Alex’s challenge

Alex is pleased to find out about a new feature his favourite social network offers: interconnection with other 

social networks. This means that his connections on other networks can read the posts on Alex’ network, too, and 

see his pictures and videos. Not all features can be shared with other networks, yet this already is a great improve-

ment for Alex since he can now keep his entire network updated in one go.

Social Network Interconnection

Social Network Interconnection is about interconnection of the user base of different providers. Basically, if you are 

on Facebook you wouldn’t care if your friends are also on Facebook. You care about being able to send them messa-

ges, look at their profile page, share photos, etc. They might be on MySpace all the same, as long as interconnection 

is solved somewhere in the network so you don’t have to deal with it.

This can also be compared with the telephone service. One of the big advantages of old school telephony is that 

you can reach anyone, independent of the service provider your friend is using. This worldwide system of intercon-

nections between all telephony providers guarantees anyone’s reachable.

Service Feature Interconnection

Service Feature Interconnection is about interconnecting the service features of different providers. The goal is to 

make (part of ) the functionality of one provider available for the users of another provider. This would enable a user 

of one provider’s service to use (part of ) the functionality of another provider. 

This can be compared to current day telephone services. The basic telephone service consists of being able to set 

up audio connections between two or more users. On top of that so-called value-added services exist, such as 

voicemail, premium and free phone numbers and whitelist/blacklist services. These value-added services may be 

provided by a different party than the one that offers the basic service. Telecommunication networks offer various 

standardized interfaces to enable this. Often this area is called third party service provisioning.
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Application Portability

A good example of application portability is for the current generation of smartphones. Every large brand is either 

opening its own application shop, or using a platform with it’s own application shop. For example, you have apps for 

iPhone, Android, Symbian, Windows mobile. Once you have bought a number of apps for one platform, you’re stuck 

with that platform. Changing to another platform means reinvesting in the same functionality you already paid for.

Actually, equipment portability could also be seen as part of this category. Many service providers offer specific 

equipment for their services, for example for VoIP services as part of a broadband package or for (IP)TV services. If 

you have spent a lot of money on a set-top-box containing a PVR function, you will not switch to another TV provi-

der because your set-top-box will not work there.

Data Portability

Data portability is about keeping all your relevant data when switching to a different service, service provider, dif-

ferent device, etc. For the use of many communication services, a lot of data is required. Everyone involved has some 

sort of address or identity for communication, and people keep lists of others in their address books. Your presenta-

tion to others involves a lot of data, such as photos, texts or links to things you like. You not only keep addresses of 

other people, but also of websites, companies, services, etc.

Number portability is one of the prime examples in this category. By keeping your number when switching provider, 

you save yourself and others a lot of hassle. Another example is when switching to a different Internet browser, as 

you can import your favourites of your old browser. E-mail addresses and e-mails themselves can be exported from 

your old e-mail program and imported into your new e-mail program.

Bob’s challenge

‘Finally an offer that considers what’s really going on, such as people using paid apps’, Bob thinks as he clicks 

on an online add for a new mobile phone combined with a subscription. This offer makes it possible to transfer 

current apps from one mobile phone to another. He will have to re-install his old cars app, yet without any cost. 

Nothing now stands in the way to switch to this new provider, and Bob gladly signs up.

Claire’s challenge

At a network event where she complains about her service provider, she hears of a new service offering for small 

businesses from a well-known provider that is known for being a front-runner in innovative solutions. Their ser-

vice offering is based on a flexible package of communication services (internet, hosting, e-mail, VoIP, even mo-

bile telephony) that grows along with a business and its business needs, and most importantly for Claire it makes 

smooth switching possible from other providers. Smooth switching means that contacts, profiles, addresses, 

etc. can without any hassle be transferred to the new provider. The first thing Claire does when she gets home is 

make the call; that offer is exactly what she needs.





So far, this paper has discussed developments in addressing and identities, pro-

blems that lead to lock-in situations and interoperability and portability as pos-

sible answers. However, some important questions have remained unanswered:

What could bring more interoperability and portability about?•	

What does all this mean for parties involved in the communications market?•	

There are two ways in which interoperability and portability can be achieved, 

either through free market solutions or through government intervention.

Market solutions

As argued before, the lock-in effects related to the absence of interoperability and 

portability can be used as a competitive advantage by communication service 

providers (in the broadest sense of the word) with large installed bases. For 

established players, refusing interoperability and portability creates a strategic 

advantage of high exit barriers. However, these lock-in effects also limit the reach 

of each player in the communications market. Customers clearly have a demand 

for interoperability and portability, so not offering these lowers the added value 

of a service offering. 

Free market initiatives in the area of interoperability and portability are found 

in an increasing variety of communication services. Among those available are 

the earlier-mentioned Vodafone 360, Trillian which allows for instant messaging 

interoperability between various services, Plaxo which serves as a sort of meta ad-

dress book between Gmail, LinkedIn and Facebook and numerous services such 

as Foursquare which use Facebook or Twitter as a messaging platform.

While some companies such as Trillian and Plaxo are focused solely on providing 

interoperability and/or portability, others propagate some degree of interoperabi-

lity and/or portability to boost their overall business model.

Future market developments include for example opening up ´activity streams´ 

from social networks (which is more fundamental than opening up message 

streams), having TV-subscription portability between paid web and TV content, 

and interoperability and portability of cloud computing and Software-as-a-Ser-

vice solutions.

These examples show that within the current communication industry there are 

many market driven initiatives to provide some form of interoperability or porta-

bility, because of strong customer demand. The internet services industry (email, 

messaging, social networking) seems more inclined to choose this road volunta-

rily than incumbent telecom operators have in the past, but most solutions offer 

only partial interoperability or portability, leaving some of the lock-in effects in 

place.

Road towards interoperability and portability



Government intervention

With lock-ins in place, government intervention becomes a real option. The 

telecommunications market is strictly regulated in many parts of the world. For 

telephone services, there are many obligations to be met by operators, such as 

interconnection, use of numbers, number portability, etc. All these laws and regu-

lations come from certain higher-level policy goals. The main regulatory objecti-

ves within the EU in the field of electronic communications are:

An open market: •	 To promote competition in the supply of electronic com-

munications networks and services. This means measures will be taken to 

prevent distortion or restriction of competition in the sector.

Innovation:•	  To encourage efficient investment in infrastructure and promote 

innovation.

User interest: •	 To promote the interest of the EU citizens: ensure that all citi-

zens have access to a universal service, and protect the consumers and their 

privacy when dealing with suppliers.

The internet and internet communication services have long been excluded from 

regulation. They fell and still mostly fall in the category of ‘innovation’. They should 

be stimulated and not burdened by early regulatory intervention. But, the time is 

upon us that governments such as the EU may decide to take action. Innovation 

is only one of the three main goals! When looking at the lock-in examples in this 

paper and the dominant market shares that some service providers (e.g. Google, 

Facebook) are developing one can argue that the open market is threatened and 

that user interests may need more looking after. 

The above-mentioned EU agenda is somewhat older (from 2000), but the recent 

digital agenda from May 2010 contains a concrete goal in this area: “Improve ICT 

standard-setting and interoperability”. Interoperability and portability require 

standardization, and the EU recognizes the importance of this. Neelie Kroes, the 

current EU commissioner for Digital Agenda, also emphasizes the importance of 

this in her speech at the Open Forum Europe 2010, entitled: “How to get more 

interoperability in Europe”. 

It is not inconceivable that the more recent (internet) communication services in 

the future will have to adhere to some form of regulation concerning interopera-

bility and portability. This provides a setting new to dotcom companies, but an all 

too familiar one to telecommunication service providers.

What Telecom Operators can learn from Internet Service Com-

panies and vice versa

An open market changes the ways to compete. The current paradigm on the 

Internet is very much a winner-takes-all. People flock to the provider having the 

largest subscriber base, because that is where their family and friends are most 



likely to be as well. With interconnection and portability, this will change. In an 

open market where people really have a choice, it becomes more important to 

compete on product and service merit.

This is where telecom operators and service providers will have their chance to 

enter the Internet communication market. The question remains: what is their 

right-to-play in this arena? Telecom operators and service providers may have a 

number of valuable assets that can allow them successful entrance. They have an 

existing subscriber base and an existing billing relation with individual customers, 

something that distinguishes them from most internet companies. This gives 

them options for cross-selling new services. Also, they may have a certain level 

of trust from users, earned in the many years they offer their services. This also 

translates to a brand name and a certain marketing power, at least in the regions 

they have a presence. Finally, they also offer easier ways for consumers to interact 

with them, with their own shops in city centres and (free) service numbers which 

consumers can call when having problems. In other words, telecom operators 

have an advantage when catering to consumers of the comfort archetype. 

A new key asset for telecom operators might be that they already have broad 

experience in dealing with (local) regulatory obligations, where Internet compa-

nies will have to learn to deal with a regulated environment. In order to attract 

customers on a level playing field with standardized, similar offerings, internet 

companies will have to build more personal relationships with their customers, 

provide optimal customer value and thus improve their offering for the comfort 

seekers. Second, regulation can be a local business (country level). Many internet 

companies have a global approach and will have to expand their local operations 

to fit the different regulation schemes.

On the other hand, telecom operators can learn a lot from the current market 

solutions regarding interoperability and portability in the Internet domain. Inter-

net companies have learned hard lessons from the telecommunications industry 

and have understood that walled gardens are not viable in the long run. Internet 

companies seem better at opening up, allowing customers themselves to create 

new or combine existing services across platforms. Internet companies have also 

shown a much quicker time-to-market for their new innovations, and have used 

the market place as a testing ground (beta products) to understand what cus-

tomers really want. In a sense, Internet companies are performing better in the 

adventure scenario. When combined with the often used ‘free’ business model, 

which caters to the more budget minded, this creates a powerful combination 

from which telecom operators can learn. 



Figure 4: Besides competing on items like innovation, good price and good service, 
there are other factors that play an important role as well.

Overall, the conclusion is that in the future, the worlds of telecom operators and 

internet services will move more closely together. While government intervention 

could create opportunities for telecom operators and service providers to enter a 

market in which their current stake is small, this will require wielding their current 

strengths while simultaneously improving in areas such as innovation and time-

to-market. 
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