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Outcome: 
 
The ICANN organization appreciates the comments submitted by the community on the String 
Similarity Evaluation (SSE) Guidelines. ICANN org received seven submissions; five 
submissions support the SSE Guidelines and provide further recommendations, one submission 
suggests expanding the SSE scope, and one submission is not directly relevant to the SSE.  
 
All comments will be analyzed, and any required updates will be incorporated into the finalized 
SSE Guidelines. 

 
 
 

Section 1: What We Received Input On 
 
ICANN org updated the String Similarity Evaluation (SSE) Guidelines, which are intended to be 
used by the SSE panel, along with the SSE tool and related SSE data, to conduct an evaluation 
of the applied-for strings in the New gTLD Program: 2026 Round. SSE prevents user confusion 
resulting from the delegation of visually similar strings. Feedback was requested on the updated 
SSE Guidelines. 
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Section 2: Submissions 
 

Organizations and Groups: 

Name Submitted by Initials 

Internet Society NGO Armenia Katarine Gevorgyan ISOC AM 

ICANN Business Constituency  BC 

 
Individuals: 

Name Affiliation (if provided) Initials 

Michael Bauland  MB 

Amanda Jobbins  AJ 

Werner Staub  WS 

Oo Yin  OY 

    

 

Section 2a: Late Submissions 
  
At its discretion, ICANN org accepted late submissions, which have been appended to this 
summary report.  
 

Organizations and Groups: 

Name Submitted by Initials 

Noncommercial Stakeholder Group  Farzaneh Badii  NCSG 
 

 

Section 3: Summary of Submissions 
 

Submissions from Organizations and Groups 
 
The ISOC AM supports the SSE Guidelines. In addition, ISOC AM notes that the Armenian 

letters Co (ց, U+0581) and Armenian small letter Za (զ, U+0566) are confusable when 
underlined. These are not included in the SSE data but the SSE Guidelines explicitly allow the 
evaluation panel to take into account additional factors beyond predefined SSE data when 
assessing potential visual confusion.  
 
The ISOC AM believes this approach strikes an appropriate balance between maintaining the 
integrity of the similarity data and ensuring that legitimate script-specific concerns are 
adequately addressed in the evaluation process.  
 
The BC supports the SSE Guidelines as a critical safeguard against user confusion, fraud, and 
erosion of confidence in the DNS for the New gTLD Program: 2026 Round. The BC provides the 
following recommendations to enhance the transparency, consistency, and explainability in SSE 
decisions to protect business investment, predictability, and trust in program outcomes: 
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● Transparency and explainability of SSE panel decisions can be achieved by clearer 
expectations on the content and structure of rationales.  
 

● Consistency and mitigation of inter-panelist subjectivity can be achieved by documenting 
internal guidance for panelists prior to evaluation and periodic internal consistency 
checks across panel decisions.  
 

The BC further provides the following observations: 
 

● The BC agrees that, in cases of uncertainty, a conservative approach should 
be applied as the cost of allowing confusingly similar strings into the root is significantly 
higher than the cost of rejecting.  
 

● While the BC commends the detailed factors which reflect real-world user experiences 
e.g. cross-script similarities, simple shapes, underlining, the BC encourages ICANN org 
to treat the SSE data and guidelines as living instruments with a clear review 
mechanism.  

 
The NCSG stated that they appreciate the publication of the SSE Guidelines and the two-stage 
approach, combining pre-screening with expert panel review, which appropriately reflects both 
the scale of the 2026 Round and the need for informed human judgment.  
 
The NCSG notes that the focus on visual confusability aligns with the prior policy work. While 
using the SSE tool and data are positive steps toward consistency and predictability, the NCSG 
provides the following recommendations:  
 

● Clear criteria on how the SSE panel may override the SSE tool output should be 
documented. Explicit guidance on the weight given to tool outputs versus panel 
discretion would help ensure that automation supports, rather than effectively 
determines, evaluation outcomes. 
 

● More information regarding the SSE tool methodology, thresholds, and use of SSE data 
is required to allow applicants to better assess potential risks prior to submission.  
 

● Given the possible changes in rendering environments, a documented mechanism for 
periodic review and update to the SSE Guidelines and Data would strengthen long-term 
robustness without reopening policy questions. 
 

● The SSE Guidelines appropriately limit the scope of string similarity to visual 
confusability. However, it would be useful to clarify how this technical focus interacts with 
other evaluation processes that may consider geographic, cultural, or community 
dimensions.  

 
 
Submissions from Individuals 
 
MB comments that the SSE panel should take special care when the Latin small letter G (g, 
U+0067) and the Latin small letter Q (q, U+0071) are involved in labels. Any labels differ only in 
‘q’ and ‘g’ e.g. “good” vs. “qood” should be looked at by the panel, even if not flagged by the pre-
processing algorithm.  
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AJ proposes that a new TLD “.hi” could signify “human intelligence”. It could be a namespace 
that explicitly represents human judgment, creativity, and responsibility in the digital sphere.  
 
WB comments that the SSE Guidelines only focus on “visual” similarity. The users have learned 
equivalence of characters in other contexts such as “a” commonly replacing the letter "á". These 
equivalences are the same as strings being calculated as variant labels by the Root Zone Label 
Generation Rules even though they are not strictly visually similar. The singular and plural 
strings are also confusingly similar. In addition to determining the similarity between strings, the 
determination should also indicate whether these similar strings can be allocated to different 
unrelated parties or to the same party, or only one string can be allocated.  
 
OY appreciates the great efforts on the SSE Guidelines and comments that it is a good starting 
point for the safe Internet while further improvement is envisioned to match future needs.  

 
 

Section 4: Analysis of Submissions 
 
ICANN org thanks all the contributors for their valuable input and feedback. ICANN org 
appreciates the support of the conservatism principle as well as the support of the two-stage 
approach, which allows for using a pre-screening tool for the manual SSE panel evaluation.  
 
In response to the feedback from ISOC AM and MB, a statement and examples on labels 

involving the Armenian letters Co (ց, U+0581) and Armenian small letter Za (զ, U+0566), and 
Latin small letter G (g, U+0067) and the Latin small letter Q (q, U+0071) will be added to the 
SSE Guidelines.  
 
Based on the recommendations from the BC and the NCSG, additional details on the content 
and structure of SSE panel rationales will be documented. Further details for inter-panelist 
consistency will also be added and panelists will be trained on evaluation criteria and 
methodology prior to the evaluation process. This is included as a deliverable in the Project 
Overview for the ICANN New gTLD Program, 2026 Round: Evaluator Panels for String 
Similarity and Variant Strings Request for Proposal.  
 
Regarding the observation and recommendation made by the BC, the NCSG, and OY that SSE 
data and guidelines are a living instrument which requires a review mechanism, ICANN org will 
develop a mechanism to update the SSE data and guidelines after the New gTLD Program: 
2026 Round. Any interim input on the SSE data will be shared with the SSE panel for their 
consideration.  
 
In response to the NCSG’s recommendation to provide more information regarding the SSE 
tool, ICANN org will enhance the SSE Guidelines to include additional information. 
 
Based on the recommendations from the NCSG to clarify how SSE interacts with other 
evaluation processes, additional information will be added to the Overview section of the SSE 
Guidelines.  

 
ICANN org appreciates the detailed examples provided by WB on other aspects of the 
similarities. Referring to the New gTLD Program: 2026 Round Applicant Guidebook 

https://www.icann.org/en/system/files/files/2026-round-evaluator-panels-string-similarity-variant-strings-rfp-05nov25-en.pdf
https://www.icann.org/en/system/files/files/2026-round-evaluator-panels-string-similarity-variant-strings-rfp-05nov25-en.pdf
https://www.icann.org/en/system/files/files/2026-round-evaluator-panels-string-similarity-variant-strings-rfp-05nov25-en.pdf
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(AGB), Section 7.10.1 String Similarity Evaluation, the scope of String Similarity Evaluation is 
limited to visual similarity. For other types of string confusion (e.g. aural or semantic), details are 
available in the AGB, Section 4.5 Objections and Appeals.  
 
The comment by AJ is not relevant for the SSE Guidelines.  

 
Section 5: Next Steps 
 
After analyzing and incorporating the comments received, ICANN org will finalize and publish 
the SSE Guidelines. These guidelines will be used by the SSE panel for conducting the String 
Similarity Evaluation in the New gTLD Program: 2026 Round.  
 

 
 



String Similarity Evaluation Guidelines for New gTLD 
Program: 2026 Round 
 
Closed for Submissions: 22 January 2026 | 23:59 
Penholders: Yao Sossou 
The report 
NSCG welcomes the publication of the updated String Similarity Evaluation (SSE) Guidelines 
and appreciates ICANN org’s continued efforts to improve clarity, predictability, and scalability in 
the evaluation of applied-for strings. The two-stage approach, combining pre-screening with 
expert panel review, appropriately reflects both the scale of the 2026 Round and the need for 
informed human judgment. 
 
Clarity and Transparency 
The Guidelines clearly articulate the scope of string similarity as focusing on visual confusability, 
distinct from semantic or phonetic similarity. This distinction is helpful and aligns with prior policy 
work. To further support transparency, it would be beneficial to clearly document how the SSE 
Panel may override or diverge from the SSE Tool output, including the criteria or considerations 
typically relied upon during manual review. 
 
Use of SSE Tool and Data 
The development of the SSE Tool and the publication of the underlying similarity data are 
positive steps toward consistency and predictability. As reflected in earlier community feedback, 
access to indicative tool outputs, at least in a limited or explanatory form, could help applicants 
better understand potential risks before submission and reduce avoidable contention cases. 
While the Guidelines clarify that the SSE Tool is intended as a pre-screening mechanism, the 
level of information available to applicants regarding its methodology, thresholds, and use of 
similarity data remains limited. Greater transparency around how the tool informs subsequent 
panel review would support predictability and allow applicants to better assess potential risks 
prior to submission. 
 
 
Scripts, Variants, and Evolving Risk 
Given the reliance on the Root Zone Label Generation Rules and script expert input, the 
Guidelines would benefit from explicitly describing how updates to scripts, rendering 
environments, or newly identified confusable patterns will be incorporated over time. A 
documented mechanism for periodic review and update would strengthen long-term robustness 
without reopening policy questions. 
 
 
 
 

https://itp.cdn.icann.org/en/files/new-generic-top-level-domain-gtld-program/string-similarity-evaluation-guidelines-26-11-2025-en.pdf


Procedural Predictability 
Finally, while the Guidelines are primarily technical, brief references to available recourse or 
review mechanisms, where relevant, would improve applicant understanding of the overall 
process flow and reinforce confidence in consistent application across cases. 
 
The Guidelines appropriately limit the scope of string similarity to visual confusability. However, 
it would be useful to clarify how this technical focus interacts with other evaluation processes 
that may consider geographic, cultural, or community dimensions. Improved cross-referencing 
could help avoid unintended cumulative impacts on certain categories of applicants. 
 
Given that SSE outcomes directly influence contention set formation, the absence of a clearly 
defined review or clarification step within the SSE process itself may raise concerns for 
applicants. Introducing a narrowly scoped mechanism for procedural clarification or 
reconsideration could enhance confidence without reopening substantive policy questions. 
 

Role of Automation and Human Judgment 

The increasing reliance on automated pre-screening highlights the importance of clearly 
articulating how human expert judgment is applied downstream. Explicit guidance on the weight 
given to tool outputs versus panel discretion would help ensure that automation supports, rather 
than effectively determines, evaluation outcomes. 

Accessibility and Applicant Diversity 

Finally, the overall design of the SSE process should be assessed in light of ICANN’s broader 
objectives related to global participation and applicant diversity. Ensuring that evaluation 
mechanisms are understandable, predictable, and procedurally accessible is particularly 
important for applicants with limited financial or legal resources. 

 
Overall, the Guidelines represent a solid and policy-consistent foundation for the 2026 Round. 
Continued emphasis on transparency, documented discretion, and adaptability will be key to 
maintaining trust in the string similarity evaluation process as the DNS continues to evolve. 
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