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Intrinsic to the current roaming model in mobile 
communications is that users may have to be served by 
the competitors of their chosen provider in order to 
experience seamless service. But user needs and 
technical capabilities evolve with time; to ensure 
survival of those services that are fittest to meet 
evolving needs is the traditional role of a competitive 
market. However, the current roaming model requires 
innovative new services to be standardised across 
competitors. Hence, the very fact of the topology of this 
model seems in pathological tension with market 
innovation. 

The systems specifying the business interface 
between roaming users and access providers were set in 
stone by public cellular operators before their 
investment to realise the service. As new technologies 
enter the market [1], the roaming model is spreading 
unchallenged. The mobile industry urgently needs a 
solution to this fundamental tension, before the current 
model is built in to wireless LAN roaming systems. 
Rather than considering the unpredictability of the 
outcome of economic tussles [2] – caused by the 
operation of players with evolving and conflicting 
interests – a single outcome is being encoded into the 
business interface, turning a circumstantial commercial 
model into the model – hence reducing its evolvability. 

Aware of the dangers of solving every problem in 
computer science by adding a layer of indirection (D.E. 
Knuth), we propose just that: a common policy 
interface to an intermediary role that manages business 
interactions with providers on behalf of users. This 
requires five new capabilities, which we have 
implemented in a prototype: 

• Automated service offer dissemination to 
customers [3] 

• Automated policy-based offer selection 
[4,5,6,7] 

• Ad hoc establishment of per-session business 
relationships 

• Dynamic offer-driven re-configuration of 
metering systems 

• Multiple business relationship management 

Users will not be wedded anymore to particular 
tariffs or service offers, but only to what they get and 
what they pay. The new interface – not encoding any 
specific commercial model – will represent the playing 
field for economic tussles, where existing and future 

commercial models will be realised, and the fittest will 
survive. The concept of a Personal Router [8] is a clear 
example of a device forming the focus of all the user-
side processing and control. However, we present it as a 
model within a spectrum of alternatives where different 
players take on all or most of the above capabilities. 

Our proposals seem to herald far more intense 
competition in the market, yet we argue that these 
building blocks do not necessarily need to be composed 
into an open roaming model. So, incumbents need not 
feel threatened by standardisation of the required 
interfaces and protocols. Closed models (like the 
current one) can and will be realised. However, 
building closed models from open parts allows these to 
be re-arranged later in different ways, as market and 
technology evolve. Ultimately, we argue this new 
model will be able to fully realise the potential of the 
mobile communications market, whereas the old 
roaming model will lead to stagnation long before full 
potential is reached. 
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