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By John Olson, Editor-in-Chief

FROM THE EDITOR

Setting the Standard
There’s clearly a trend in software development toward component-based architecture, distributed objects

and Java as a central language. Each of these lead to quicker development through reuse as well as greater
portability through platform independence. Unfortunately, there are several “standards” being promoted in
these areas and therefore there’s no guarantee that any two of the hundreds of tools will create objects that will
work together.

Many standards have emerged over the last few years, but we’ve reached a point where only a few remain.
Even so, there’s still a dizzying number of technical domains, and within each one there are one or more stan-
dards. Until we achieve a single final standard in each domain, or at least achieve a point where all tools can sup-
port the remaining standards, there’s no guarantee that the objects you develop will support the final standard.

In the world of distributed objects, the main contenders for a standard component model are
Microsoft’s DCOM (Distributed Component Object Model) and the Object Management Group’s CORBA
(Common Object Request Broker Architecture), though EJB (Enterprise JavaBeans) – the component
model for Java – is the model of choice for that language.

These dueling standards remind me of the “narrow,” “standard” and “wide” gauge railroads that are used
in various locations around the world, including the U.S. In the 1800s narrow gauge railroads were the stan-
dard in some mountainous areas of the U.S. and Canada, including parts of the Pacific Northwest and Alaska.
Narrow gauge was used because it was more economical and easier to install. The problem was that these
regional railroads were incompatible with the major transcontinental railroads.

Recently, my wife and I traveled around Scandinavia and took a side trip to St. Petersburg, Russia. Once in
Russia, it becomes necessary to change trains because the tracks in Russia are wide gauge while most of the
bordering countries use standard gauge. Within Russia all train cars have wide gauge axles because all tracks
are wide gauge. However, when attempting to transport goods via train to other countries, the incompatibili-
ty of wide gauge axles to standard gauge tracks requires moving the goods to standard gauge cars. In the end,
there’s an extra cost associated with transporting goods to and from Russia.

The U.S., on the other hand, chose to standardize on the European standard gauge. Subsequently most nar-
row gauge tracks were torn up and replaced. This standard is used not only throughout North America but
also in South America and in much of the rest of the world. To transportation companies in the U.S. this means
that equipment won’t restrict where the trains can go. Because of this standard, goods can travel on the same
train car 10,000 miles from the northernmost point of Alaska to the southern tip of Chile.

So why don’t we have a single accepted standard for these software technologies? Standards evolve as tech-
nologies evolve, and numerous possible standards get developed. Some are even put into practice, but many are
weeded out by superior standards as well as by the politics of large corporations like Microsoft, IBM and Sun.
Recent history has shown that software standards often narrow down to two major standards: the Microsoft
standard and the “everybody else” standard. Historically, Microsoft hasn’t shown itself to be a leading innova-
tor, but rather a very good follower. This is shown by the fact that early generations of its tools are often inferi-
or to the competition. However, it uses its powerful distribution pipeline and broad customer base to gain mar-
ket share, then uses closed technology to avoid losing customers to direct competition. By creating its own “stan-
dard,” its tools are effectively proprietary and incompatible with the competition. While the real standards are
being haggled over, it uses its massive brain power to catch up with the competition. By the time an industry
standard is adopted, the Microsoft tools are successfully competing and Microsoft already has substantial mar-
ket share. Microsoft has been very successful with this strategy.

New Feature
Our goal is to give you the information you need to understand the dizzying array of standards so you

can choose the right tracks on which to run your business enterprise. For that purpose we’ve created a new
feature section for distributed technologies and Michael Barlotta will lead the way as our section editor.

Over the last several years Sybase has redirected its energies toward developing features in the three tech-
nology areas of component-based architecture, distributed objects and Java. As the technology evolves, so do
the Sybase development tools and servers. Watch for a steady stream of articles reviewing these features and
showing you how to use them to solve real-world problems.

Next month: PowerBuilder 7.0!  ◆
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