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Summary

A design decision which needs to be made regarding UBL is the use of code lists, i.e., data items that are represented as codes which are members of a relatively small, relatively static set of values.   This paper reviews how code lists are used in EDI, the issues associated with them, and provides a recommendation for the UBL use of code lists. 

1 Problem Description

Both the ANSI X12 and UN/EDFACT EDI standards use two types of code lists:

· Internal - lists whose members (with description) are published as part of the standard.  These lists have no general usage outside of the EDI standard.  Internal code lists are generally used to clarify the semantics of other data items.  Example for ANSI X12 - code list for data element 98 "Entity Identifier Code", used in the N1 Name segment, which specifies the type of entity that the segment describes.  Examples:  "BY" indicates "Buying Party" and "SE" indicates "Selling Party".

· External - lists that are maintained by an entity other than the EDI standards body, and which are used in applications other than EDI.  Example ISO 3166 country codes.

It is fairly clear that UBL must support use of external code lists, as these are often used directly by business applications.  However, it is not clear whether or not UBL should use of internal code lists.

2 Options

Two primary options are available:  1)  Use internal code lists  2)  Use specific element names instead of internal code lists.  A third option of using internal code lists for a highly restricted set of circumstances is possible, but I will not review that option for this paper.

2.1 Option 1: Use internal code lists

UBL would develop or adopt a set of code lists.  These would be used to provide specific information regarding the semantics of an associated item.  Example for use of buyer, with a "role" attribute:

<Party role="BY">

2.2 Option 2: Use specific element names instead of internal code lists

UBL will use named business information entities derived from core components instead of using one or more codes to provide context to the core component.  Example for buyer, derived from the party core component:

<Buyer> or <BuyerParty>

3 Analysis and Recommendation

3.1 Analysis

Option 1 Advantages: Provides maximum correspondence to existing EDI syntax (however, this may or may not be a significant design consideration).  Minimizes the number of BIEs that must be represented in syntax.  Disadvantages:  Additional processing and logic is required to determine semantics.   Introduces difficulties in specifying in standard schema syntax mandatory vs. optional (e.g., can only easily say that a purchase order must contain a party, can't easily say that it must be a buyer party).

Option 2 Advantages:  Can easily specify in schema syntax mandatory vs. optional.  Less processing and logic is required than option 1.  More semantically expressive.  Disadvantages:  Does provide maximum correspondence to existing EDI syntax.  May lead to a large number of BIEs that must be represented in syntax.

3.2 Recommendation

Adopt Option 2 - use specific element names instead of internal code lists.
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