KEI Statement at SCT/48, March 26, 2025

The Africa Group proposal for a Study on the Impact of Design Protection for Graphical User
Interface (GUI) Designs on Innovation is welcome, and should include a discussion of the
importance of standards.

Standardized graphical user interfaces are very important for medical devices, to improve
accessibility for persons with disabilities, to reduce the costs of developing products or training
users. Standards are important for reducing the anti-competitive lock-in that happens when it is
costly and confusing to switch from one product or service to another.

Standards are essential to enable better interoperability between different systems and devices.
For example, a standardized approach to data entry and retrieval across platforms can help in
maintaining data integrity and ensuring smooth operation across ecosystems.

KEl is happy to share with delegates a memo with some more detailed comments on the
relationship between standards and IP protection on the graphical user interfaces.
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ANNEX: Importance of standards for GUI for Medical Devices 2
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Annex: More examples of areas where GUI standards are important 6

ANNEX: Why standards for graphical user interfaces (GUIs) are
important:

Consistency: Standards help ensure that GUIs maintain a consistent look and feel across
different applications and platforms. This consistency makes it easier for users to understand
and navigate new software, as familiar elements behave in expected ways.

Accessibility: Adhering to standards can improve accessibility, making software usable by

people with various disabilities. Standards guide developers on how to implement features like
keyboard navigation, screen reader support, and color contrast, which are vital for accessibility.
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Usability: Standardized interfaces enhance usability by following well-researched principles
that cater to how users interact with software. This includes considerations for layout, spacing,
font size, and interaction design, which help create intuitive and efficient user experiences.

Interoperability: Standards enable better interoperability between different systems and
devices. For example, a standardized approach to data entry and retrieval across platforms can
help in maintaining data integrity and ensuring smooth operation across ecosystems.

Development Efficiency: Standards provide a foundation for developers, reducing the time
and resources needed to design interfaces from scratch. They can use established patterns and
components, speeding up the development process and reducing the likelihood of errors.

Maintenance and Scalability: Standardized GUIs are easier to maintain and update. When
interfaces follow a common standard, changes and upgrades can be rolled out more smoothly,
and scalability becomes more manageable as the system grows.

User Training and Support: Standardized interfaces make it easier to train users and provide
support. With common elements and interactions, training materials and support resources can
be more universally applicable, reducing complexity and confusion for both users and support
teams.

In essence, standards in GUI design not only enhance the end-user experience but also
streamline development processes and support accessibility and interoperability across various
platforms and devices.

Experts

An African expert on standards for medical devices is Professor Sudesh Sivarasu, from the
University of Cape Town.

ANNEX: Importance of standards for GUI for Medical Devices

Standards for graphical user interfaces (GUIs) in medical devices are particularly critical due to
the high stakes involved in medical care. Proper standardization can significantly impact the
effectiveness, safety, and user experience of such devices. Here are some specific examples of
how GUI standards are crucial in the medical device sector:

Error Reduction: Medical devices often operate in high-pressure environments where mistakes
can have serious consequences. Standardized GUIs help reduce the likelihood of user error by
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ensuring controls and information are presented in a clear, consistent manner. For instance,
having a consistent color code (e.g., red for stop or emergency) across all devices helps prevent
misuse or accidental operation.

Training and Familiarity: Medical professionals frequently switch between different devices
and systems. Standardized GUIs make it easier for them to learn and adapt to new equipment
quickly, as they can rely on familiar interface elements and interaction patterns. This reduces
training time and enhances overall efficiency in medical settings.

Accessibility and Usability: In the medical field, it's crucial that devices are usable by a wide
range of operators, including those with disabilities. Standards ensure that GUIs accommodate
diverse user needs, such as providing options for different visual abilities or motor skills,
ensuring that all medical staff can operate devices effectively.

Interoperability: Medical devices often need to communicate with each other, sharing data and
functionality. A standardized GUI ensures that information is displayed and can be interacted
with consistently across devices, which is crucial for accurate data analysis and patient
monitoring.

Compliance and Legal Requirements: Medical devices must comply with stringent regulatory
standards, such as those set by the FDA in the United States or the EMA in Europe. These
standards often specify requirements for the design and functionality of GUIs to ensure they
meet safety and effectiveness thresholds.

Patient Safety: Standardized GUIs help ensure that critical information is presented in a way
that is immediately understandable and actionable. For example, alarm fatigue — a common
problem in hospitals where staff become desensitized to frequent alarms — can be mitigated by
standardizing how alarms are presented, ensuring they are noticeable and distinguishable
based on urgency.

Quick Decision Making: In emergency situations, medical staff need to make quick decisions
based on the information available from medical devices. A standardized, well-organized GUI
helps ensure that important information is prominently displayed and that controls are intuitive,
reducing response times and supporting better patient outcomes.

These examples illustrate the importance of standards in GUI design within the medical device
industry, where the usability and reliability of an interface can directly impact patient care and
outcomes.
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ANNEX: Why are standards for GUIl important for automobiles

Standards for graphical user interfaces (GUIs) in automobiles play a crucial role in ensuring
safety, usability, and consistency. Here are some reasons why these standards are particularly
important in the automotive industry:

Driver Safety: The primary concern in automotive GUI design is driver safety. Standards help
ensure that interfaces do not distract drivers unduly. For example, standards might dictate the
size and contrast of text to ensure it can be read quickly and easily without diverting attention
from the road for too long.

Usability: Automobiles are used by a wide range of people with varying abilities and
preferences. Standardized GUIs in cars help ensure that users can intuitively use controls, such
as navigation systems, climate controls, and multimedia systems, without confusion or the need
for extensive learning. This is crucial when operating a vehicle, as drivers need to focus
primarily on driving.

Accessibility: Just like in other industries, accessibility in car GUls is important. Standards
ensure that elderly drivers, as well as those with disabilities, can operate vehicle interfaces
effectively. This could include voice control standards, display brightness adjustments, and
easily reachable touch screen interfaces.

Interoperability: Modern vehicles often interface with various devices and services, including
smartphones, diagnostic tools, and data services. GUI standards facilitate this interoperability,
ensuring that external devices can seamlessly connect and interact with the vehicle’s systems,
such as through Apple CarPlay or Android Auto.

Quick Information Retrieval: Standards help design GUIs in a way that allows drivers to
retrieve necessary information, like fuel levels, engine warnings, and navigation details, quickly
and with minimal distraction. Information needs to be organized logically and consistently across
different screens and systems within the car.

Consistency Across Models: Car manufacturers typically offer a range of models—from
economy to luxury. GUI standards help maintain a level of consistency across these models,
which can enhance brand recognition and user satisfaction. It also reduces the learning curve
when switching vehicles within the same brand.

Regulatory Compliance: Automobile manufacturers must comply with numerous regulations
concerning driver interaction with vehicle systems. Standards in GUI design help ensure that
these regulatory requirements are met, particularly those related to driver distraction and the
display of critical system information.
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Feedback and Control Systems: Standards in GUI design include how feedback is given to
the user, such as auditory or haptic feedback when a touch input is registered. This helps
drivers know that their input has been received without needing to look away from the road.

In essence, well-standardized GUIs in automobiles enhance the driving experience by making it
safer, more intuitive, and more enjoyable, all while ensuring compliance with international safety
standards and regulations. This is especially crucial as vehicles become more complex and
technology-driven.

ANNEX: Conflicts between standards and intellectual property rights
in graphical users interfaces

Conflicts can arise between standards and intellectual property rights in the design of graphical
user interfaces (GUIs). These conflicts typically occur when the desire to maintain a uniform
standard across an industry intersects with the rights of companies to protect their innovations
and differentiate their products. Here are a few ways these conflicts might manifest:

Patent Protection: GUI elements can be patented, and if a particular patented design becomes
a de facto standard, other companies may be required to license the patent to comply with
industry standards. This can lead to disputes over licensing terms and fees, and may inhibit the
widespread adoption of the standard unless the patent holder decides to make the patent
available on fair, reasonable, and non-discriminatory (FRAND) terms.

Trade Dress: Trade dress involves the overall look and feel of a product, which can include GUI
elements. Companies might claim that their unique GUI design elements constitute their trade
dress and are thus protectable under trademark law creating barriers to the development of
standards.

Copyright: GUIs can in some cases be considered to meet the standards for copyright
protection. This protection can cover the arrangement, flow, and structure of the interface
elements. Conflicts may arise if a standard is seen to closely resemble the layout of a GUI that
claims protection under copyright.

Design Differentiation: Companies often seek to differentiate their products through unique
designs, including their GUIs. Open standards can be resisted by a company seeking to use a

GUI to advance its branding strategies.

Accessibility vs. Proprietary Designs: Standards, especially those related to accessibility, can
sometimes require changes to a GUI that may conflict with a company’s proprietary designs.
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Companies might resist these changes due to the cost of implementation or a desire to maintain
a specific aesthetic or functional design that they consider crucial to their product’s appeal.

Compliance Costs: Adhering to standards might involve significant changes to a GUI, requiring
substantial investment in redesign and development. This can be a contentious issue.

Annex: More examples of areas where GUI standards are important

Graphical User Interfaces (GUIs) standards are important in many areas, each benefiting from
the increased usability, accessibility, and efficiency that standardized interfaces can provide.
Here are some key areas where GUI standards hold particular significance:

Software Development: Standards in GUI design help maintain consistency across various
applications and platforms. This is crucial for developers as it simplifies the design process and
ensures that applications are intuitive for users. By adhering to established patterns, developers
can create interfaces that are easier to use and understand.

Operating Systems: Consistency across different parts of an operating system (OS) improves
the user experience by making behavior predictable. Windows, macOS, Linux and ChromeQOS
each have their own set of GUI standards that applications running on those systems typically
follow, but also share some common standards across platforms.

Web Design: Web standards ensure that websites and web applications work effectively across
different browsers and devices. This includes responsive design standards that adapt the layout
to the viewing environment, and accessibility standards that ensure websites are usable by
people with various disabilities.

Consumer Electronics: From smartphones to smart TVs, standards in GUI design help users
navigate different devices more easily. As users often switch between multiple devices, having a
consistent user interface reduces the learning curve and enhances usability.

Automotive Industry: In-vehicle infotainment systems benefit significantly from GUI standards.
These standards help reduce driver distraction and make the systems safer and easier to use
while driving.

Medical Devices: In the medical field, GUI standards are crucial for ensuring that devices are

easy to use and that critical information is presented clearly to reduce the risk of operator error,
which can have serious consequences.
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Industrial and Home Automation: Standards in GUI design are important for managing
complex systems efficiently, whether it's for controlling industrial machinery or managing home
automation systems like smart home hubs.

Financial Services: ATMs, online banking, and trading platforms all rely on standardized GUIs
to ensure security and ease of use, helping users to carry out transactions smoothly and with
confidence.

Educational Technology: In educational software and platforms, GUI standards help create a
more engaging and accessible learning environment for students of all ages and abilities.

Government and Public Services: For government websites and digital services, GUI
standards are vital to ensure that all citizens can access services easily, regardless of their tech
proficiency.

Aerospace: In the cockpit of commercial or military aircraft, GUI standards ensure that displays
and controls are consistent, clear, and easy to operate under stress. This is crucial for flight
safety, as pilots must quickly understand and react to information presented on various screens
and in different aircraft.

Gaming Consoles and Software: Standards in GUIs help create a consistent user experience
across different games and platforms. This consistency helps players navigate menus, settings,
and controls easily, enhancing the gaming experience.

Public Transport Systems: For ticket vending machines, information kiosks, and on-board
navigation systems in trains or buses, GUI standards ensure that passengers can easily access
the information they need to travel efficiently. This includes buying tickets, finding routes, and
accessing schedules.

Retail: In point-of-sale (POS) systems, standardized GUIs ensure that cashiers can quickly
learn and efficiently use the system regardless of the retail brand. This speeds up transactions
and minimizes errors in busy retail environments.

Library and Information Systems: For digital catalog systems used in libraries, standards in
GUI design help patrons search for, find, and reserve books or other resources efficiently.
Standardized interfaces reduce learning time and make information access more intuitive.

Healthcare Management Systems: For electronic health record (EHR) systems, GUI
standards help ensure that medical professionals can navigate efficiently, enter data accurately,
and retrieve patient information quickly. This is essential for effective medical care and patient
management.
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Fitness and Wellness Apps: Standardization in GUIs for apps that track health metrics (like
steps, heart rate, or sleep patterns) ensures that users can easily understand and engage with
the app, potentially improving health outcomes.

Smart Appliances: In smart homes, standardized GUIs across different appliances (like

refrigerators, ovens, and washing machines) ensure that users can operate devices efficiently
and seamlessly integrate new devices into their routines.
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