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Summary

In XML document formats, it is often the case that a series of elements of the same type can occur, with each element having its own semantics. Some examples:

· A series of phone numbers for a person (home, business, cell, etc.)

· A series of parties in a business document (buyer, seller, insurer, shipper, etc.)

This paper discusses the case where such as series begins with one or more instances of the type whose semantics are fixed. For example, an invoice might require party elements for the buyer and seller, and allow further party elements for other purposes, some of which might be definable by the document author (e.g. shipping party, insuring party, etc.).

1 Possible Approaches

Discussions of possible approaches to document design and tag/type naming by the Naming and Design Rules subcommittee have suggested two possible approaches for addressing this type of situation:

· Use a completely generic tag for the data elements, with an attribute to indicate the “role” of each instance of the element. This role could be fixed in the case that semantics are predefined.

Example:

<Party role=”Buyer”>…</Party>

<Party role=”Seller”>…</Party>

<Party role=”Shipper”>…</Party>

· Define specific tag names for the fixed occurrences, eliminating the need for an additional attribute, and using the element/attribute combination for the variable occurrences.

Example:

<BuyerParty>…</BuyerParty>

<SellerParty>…</SellerParty>

<Party role=”Shipper”>…</Party>

2 Proposed Approach

The primary advantage of the first approach is that it is consistent between the fixed and variable occurrences. I would suggest that this is actually a disadvantage. We should aim wherever possible to fulfill three goals in particular that support this argument:

1. Clarity: it should be as easy as possible to read the information in an instance and gain information about the schema, to the extent that this doesn’t contradict other goals. In this case, it is useful to know that BuyerParty, for example, is a fixed occurrence, as opposed to the shipping party, which is variable. If both use exactly the same structure, this information is lost, forcing the reader to refer to the schema constantly.

2. Conciseness: since the fixed occurrences are used most often (explaining why they are fixed), using a shorter name is more efficient, both for the author and the reader.

3. The final reason is one of my own. I feel that the naming and design rules should, to the greatest extent possible, result in names that are close to those that would be chosen if these rules were absent. This is obviously a fuzzy criterion, but it’s pretty clear that this would preclude the use of names like HeaderOrderHeaderDetails and the like, which most would agree is a good thing. In this case, BuyerParty is a more plausible name than Party[Role=”Buyer”], when taken out of the context of having a formal set of naming and design conventions.
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