(A.9) Defaulted and fixed attribute values

EdNote-Mark Risk–Uncertain. Different processing scenarios (e.g., multipurpose large validation suite vs. small single-purpose tool) seem to favor different choices on this; relying on documentation for essential business info is a concern, but so is the fact that documents parsed in the absence of their schema are interpreted differently than when parsed in the schema’s presence. Note that RELAX NG doesn’t have this feature but that XSLT could replace it.

EdNote - Dale The notes from Bob Glushko & co appear to assume that an un-validated document would be missing the defaulted attribute altogether - not quite the same as containing a tag with a null or empty value. I've therefore extended them substantially. Perhaps we should ask for another iteration of legal advice based on this draft or an improved version thereof.

When attribute values are either defaulted or fixed in an XSD schema, the corresponding instance documents may differ according to whether or not they are validated against the schema. The un-validated instance may then be said to be incomplete in a manner reminiscent of circumstances common in ordinary commerce.

Business arrangements commonly include implied provisions of various types, generally held to be legally binding provisions of the contract in spite of not being spelled out in detail. Common circumstances which give rise to such implied provisions include the existence of requirements imposed on the parties by laws and regulations; common practices in a trade or industry with which the parties to the contract are assumed to be familiar; and portions of the agreement understood to have been left purposively vague in order to make the contract adaptable to changing circumstances.

A text book example of an implied provision involves the use of the term "chicken" to mean "chickens suitable for frying and not those suitable only for stewing" -- a chicken seller who substitutes old chickens good only for stewing when he gets an order for chicken is not conforming to the implied terms for chicken to restrict it to those suitable for frying. Of course, this depends on the context in which the transaction takes place. If the parties have been doing business with stewing chickens for years, the example fails.

It is important to understand, also, that the current state of contract law is based on a long history of forming contractual agreements between human agents. The schema/instance pair of XML enjoys no such long history, and does not in any event correspond precisely with any of the common types of implied provisions. If the attribute appears in the instance but the default or fixed value is not present, the attribute may actually be taken to have a value which is wrong - quite different from not being present.

This seems to require a clear specification in UBL that the schema-validated instance will always be taken to be the definitive document. The language of the specification might draw a parallel with the implied provisions of ordinary contracts. Significant provisions commonly accepted as implied in conventional contracts should however be spelled out in the schema, if not in the instance. Automated processes cannot be expected to flush out the details of context-dependant provisions in the absence of such information.

Instance documents that have not been validated against a known-good version of the corresponding schema should be understood to be unreliable unless processed in some equivalent manner. As the technology matures, it is to be expected that the use of a validating parser will become the most efficient approach in nearly all cases. In lieu of any strong reason to do otherwise, it appears that the prudent course is to always use the schema, unless the UBL specifications rule out the use of defaults and fixed values entirely.

The best argument for ruling out defaults and fixed values may be the problem of versioning. Was the instance parsed with the correct version of the schema? Will the correct version always be available? But the default and fixed value features of XSD are seen as very useful by many practitioners. Outlawing them would invite ad hoc extensions of the UBL specificiation by its users. EdNote - Dale It might be useful to add a sentence to the versioning section noting the significance of default values in that context.
