Introduction

By Fernando R. Laguarda, Time Warner Cable

Stimulating Discussion: The Role of the Time Warner Cable Research
Program on Digital Communications

This is the first publication of the Time Warner Cable Research Program on Digital Communications.
We launched the Research Program with the goal of encouraging debate and discussion on ideas
of importance to the future of our industry and its role in the communities we serve. We hope to
do so by providing a new forum for scholars to engage with the community of stakeholders who
make and influence policy. We want to encourage increased dialogue and generate new ideas that
bring us closer to solving the challenges we face. The Research Program will award stipends to
scholars to produce 25- to 35-page papers that increase understanding of the benefits and chal-
lenges facing the future of digital technologies in the home, office, classroom, and community.

In addition to these papers that will be published later this year, we invited five noted scholars
to write an essay discussing a major challenge they anticipate arising as we debate and set policy
in digital communications during the next decade. Their essays are published in two volumes in
our Fall 2010 Essay Series, the first focusing on policy issues and the second on the intersection
of policy and technology. While each author chose a different challenge, they all raise interesting
questions that deserve further discussion and debate.

Overview—The Future of Digital Communications: Policy Perspectives

In the first volume, we present essays by a law professor, a sociologist, and an economist. John
Palfrey is a Professor of Law at Harvard Law School and Co-Director of the Berkman Center for
Internet & Society. Palfrey writes about the connection between law and social science and the
challenge of incorporating current research into policymaking. He uses the example of youth media
policy, specifically “privacy regulation,” to frame a challenge to policymakers: learn how young
people actually use digital communications or risk public policy that is irrelevant to (or poorly meets
the needs of) the digital generation. Palfrey recommends establishing “mechanisms that enable col-
laboration between those who set policy ... and those who best understand youth media practices”
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provide a constructive forum for deliberative exchange.
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Turner-Lee’s challenge to policymakers is to take
steps to ensure that broadband adoption does not
create or further solidify existing social stratifica-
tion and alienation.

The final essay in the first volume, by Dr. Scott
Wallsten, Vice President for Research and Senior
Fellow at the Technology Policy Institute, reviews
the approach policymakers have taken to broad-
band technology and challenges several key
assumptions driving recommendations for the
next decade. While policymakers “hope that home
broadband access will [quickly] spur economic
growth,” Wallsten suggests that this narrow focus
may be misguided. Specifically, he questions
whether residential broadband adoption can have
the transformative economic impact many assume
it will have. Instead, he writes, the focus should be
on “how new communications technologies affect
business” because these are the impacts on produc-
tivity that will determine whether broadband will
“radically reshape[s] the economy.” Wallsten calls
for a deeper research agenda into the long-term
impact of broadband on the business sector.

The three authors all raise questions about the
status quo and challenge the reader to think out-
side the box. Palfrey seeks to reconceptualize the
process of making public policy as a dialogue with
social science research, especially when it comes to
the way young people are interacting with digital
media. Turner-Lee challenges the reader to rethink
policy towards digital social media platforms so
as to engage communities that may otherwise be
alienated from broadband. And Wallsten questions
important assumptions about how broadband
affects the economy. We hope their essays inform
as well as stimulate discussion.
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Overview—The Future of Digital Communications: Technical Perspectives

In our second volume of essays, two authors review trends in technology and their impact on
policy. Dale N. Hatfield, Executive Director of the Silicon Flatirons Center for Law, Technology
and Entrepreneurship at the University of Colorado, is a noted expert on telecommunications
technology and former chief technologist for the Federal Communications Commission (FCC).
His essay addresses the challenge of encouraging broadband deployment, as set forth in the FCC’s
National Broadband Plan. Hatfield urges policymakers to seek a deeper understanding of the tech-
nology underlying different types of broadband networks, and the implications for policy arising
from those differences. His analysis of the opportunities and limitations of wireless and wireline
technologies leads him to challenge policymakers to consider strategies that would bring fiber
significantly closer to end users.

In a companion piece, Christopher S. Yoo, Professor of Law at the University of Pennsylvania,
reviews the impact of rapidly evolving broadband networks and notes that “change is inevitable”
when it comes to the architecture of the Internet. Yoo notes that as demand on the network
becomes heterogeneous, “different portions of the network will respond in different ways to meet
this demand.” Rather than looking to the past, he challenges policymakers to allow the network
to evolve in new directions. The future success of the Internet does not depend on “preserving
the architecture that has made it successful in the past.” Since change is inevitable, policy should
be flexible. Incorporating the insights of engineers and network architects into policy would be of
great benefit, as Yoo demonstrates.

The intersection of technology and policymaking is a significant component of our Research
Program’s agenda for the coming year. Consumers have increasing choices when it comes to digital
communications services, applications, and devices. Many questions are raised as a result of rules
and policies enacted without regard to the rapid evolution of digital communications technology.
Yoo and Hatfield each make a contribution to the policy debate by explaining not only “how”
digital technologies work but “why” policy choices should be informed by the best possible under-
standing of technology.

We are pleased that the five essays present a wide range of perspectives on the future of digital
communications and the challenges that must be confronted in the next decade. Perhaps the sin-
gular theme that arises from looking at the challenges of the next decade is the need to be flexible
and pragmatic not only in terms of policy but also in terms of the research that can help inform
policymaking. We believe there is a major role that can be played in the coming policy discussions
on telecommunications by a research agenda that is multidisciplinary and collaborative. And we
hope to play a role in stimulating that discussion and encouraging scholars to contribute to those
discussions.
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