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[57] ABSTRACT

Methods for creating and using a relational description of a
formatted transaction while maintaining data element con-
text are provided. The formatted transaction can be in
electronic data interchange (EDI) format or another struc-
tured transaction format. A computer receiving the formatted
transaction generates or is provided with a set of assign-
ments of unique persistent tags to all possible data element
contexts that are of interest. As the transaction is being
parsed, each of its data elements is tagged with the appro-
priate unique persistent tag that identifies its context. Each
data element is then written to a field in a relation in which
the column name of the field matches the unique persistent
tag. Data elements that can occur only once in a transaction
are written to a root relation, while data elements that can
occur multiple times are written to a subrelation. Data
elements that can occur multiple times within a group of data
elements that itself can iterate as a group are written to a
nested subrelation, up to any depth of nesting allowed by the
transaction format definition. The invention also provides a
method for constructing a transaction from a relational
description.
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1

METHOD FOR CREATING A RELATIONAL
DESCRIPTION OF A FORMATTED
TRANSACTION

RELATED APPLICATIONS

This application is based on commonly owned copending
U.S. patent application Ser. No. 60/010,231, filed Jan. 19,
1996 now pending, for a Method for Creating a Relational
Description of a Formatted Transaction.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates generally to information processing
systems and more particularly to a method of storing and
retrieving formatted transactions in a relational database.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

With the ever-increasing advancements in the field of
computer technology, more and more businesses are becom-
ing paperless. Inventories and financial records are kept on
computers instead of being tediously documented on ledgers
or other paper products. Inter- and intra- office communi-
cation is also becoming paperless, including for example the
transfer of business cards and calendaring information. This
is possible through the use of formatted transactions, the
structure of which are agreed upon in advance by each party
involved in the transactions. For example, if a buyer and a
seller have agreed upon the structure of a particular
transaction, the buyer can communicate the transaction data
electronically to the seller, and the seller’s computer, know-
ing beforehand the structure of the formatted transaction,
will be able to understand and assimilate the received data.

One such method of exchanging data in the form of a
formatted transaction is Electronic Data Interchange (EDI).
EDI transactions can occur directly between two business
parties over a communications line. EDI transactions
involve three essential elements: (1) an agreed upon set of
standards; (2) a means of communicating data based upon
those standards; and (3) a way of incorporating or trans-
forming the data into the system of the receiver.

The American National Standards Institute (ANSI) is the
national coordinator for standards in the United States.
ANSI approves standards developed primarily by trade,
technical, professional, consumer, and labor organizations
when evidence is presented that those affected by the stan-
dard have substantially reached a consensus regarding its
provisions. In 1979, ANSI chartered a committee known as
the Accredited Standards Committee (ASC) X12, to develop
uniform standards for electronic interchange of business
transactions (EDI transactions). The goal of ASC X12 was
to structure standards so that computer programs can trans-
late data to or from an EDI transaction without extensive
reprogramming.

ASC X12 came up with the X12 Standards for Electronic
Data Interchange published in December of 1990 as Draft
Version 3, Release 1, (Document Number ASC X12S/90-
850). It will be appreciated by those of skill in the art that
there are other types of formatted transactions in addition to
X12 transactions. These include but are not limited to
EDIFACT, ODETTE, and SGML transactions. A particular
kind of SGML transaction utilizes the hypertext markup
language (HTML) that is used extensively on the Internet.

In theory, EDI transactions offer advantages such as speed
and accuracy. One potential advantage is in the area of data
integration. EDI transaction data could be received and
integrated with the existing business information and data
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processing systems of the receiving party. Thus, it would be
useful to introduce the data into a format where the data can
be searched and accessed at a later time, such as by
integrating EDI transaction data into a database. However,
conventional approaches to integrating EDI transaction data
into a database are very limited.

Generally speaking, there are three basic types of data-
bases: hierarchical, network, and relational. In relational
databases, different files exist as separate relations, and
therefore, there is no structure such as the owner-member
structure of the hierarchical database. The relational data-
base structure is not predetermined and relations can be
added or deleted from the database schema without affecting
the other relations. An additional feature of relational data-
bases is that while hierarchical and network databases are
organized to make it efficient to deal with one record at one
time and to obtain a single related record at a time, relational
databases are organized to efficiently deal with sets of
records and to obtain a set of related records at a time.

Existing systems for integrating data into the business
information or data processing system of the receiving party
are often referred to as “translation systems”. Some trans-
lation systems deal with EDI data but fail to integrate, store,
create or describe the EDI data relationally. Other conven-
tional approaches manipulate data retrieved from database
systems but cannot generate an EDI document from such
data.

Some translation methods create links between data ele-
ments in an EDI document and fields in an application
database, but the field mapping or linking is constant in any
given application. For example, for a particular EDI
transaction, the fields of the data base are predefined or
predetermined. Such methods are unable to represent
optional or conditional data elements. Further, these meth-
ods do not translate the data into relational form such that
data can be manipulated as structured, relational data.

Some translation methods conform input data into the
output data structure in an electronic information processing
system where the input and output data structures are
specified in advance. For example under one method EDI
formatted data is transformed into a flat file or table.
However, this method suffers the disadvantage that the
output data structures must be specified before the EDI
transaction is processed. Thus, if the EDI transaction format
changes, the engine performing the translation must be
re-implemented. Further, the method does not provide a way
for EDI formatted data to be transformed into a relational
database and thus, the advantages of relational databases are
not utilized.

Another known method includes receiving data in a first
format from a source, executing a script written in a pro-
prietary programming language to translate the data into a
second format, and transmitting the data in the second
format to a destination. The source and destination may be
application programs and various standards of EDI transac-
tions. This method maps data elements to a tree structure
based in part on a definition assigned to that element. The
method fails to map the EDI data to relations for relational
database applications.

Thus, it will be appreciated that it would be an advance-
ment in the art to provide a method for translating EDI data
into relations for use in relational database applications. It
would be a further advancement to provide a method of
translating EDI data into a database format which preserves
the context of each data element so that the EDI formatted
transaction could be recreated to its original form. Such a
method is disclosed and claimed herein.
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

This invention includes a method for translating a for-
matted transaction such as an EDI transaction, or a markup
language transaction such as an SGML transaction, into
relational form so that the transaction data can be manipu-
lated as structured, relational data. The invention also
includes translating such relational data into EDI or another
transactional stream form.

Computers cannot examine ordinary letters and other
business papers and reliably extract data and understand the
meaning of the correspondence. If they could, they could
scan a written purchase order, determine what all the data
means and act upon it. But a computer can assist in man-
aging data if valid assumptions about the format of the data
are embedded in the computer by a method such as computer
programming. For instance, computers can help process tax
returns.

Thus, electronic stream forms of transaction data are
widely used to communicate between two or more conven-
tional computers which have been configured to reflect valid
assumptions about the stream format of business transaction
data, such as Electronic Data Interchange (EDI) data. Other
conventional computers are configured to manage data in a
wide variety of forms, including hierarchical, relational, or
network database forms. But it has not previously been
known to translate directly between a transaction stream
format such as EDI and a relational form such as relational
database tables.

Each transaction in a transaction stream is formatted
according to a predefined transaction format definition. This
definition may be a national standard or merely an agree-
ment between communicating partners. The definition
describes and declares what types of transactions or com-
munications are defined and what items of data are required,
optional, or conditional for each type of transaction or
communication. The definition also determines the sequence
in which the data is to be arranged and any nesting that the
definition supports.

According to one method of the present invention, the
transaction format definition is first examined to identify all
possible locations of data transmitted in a transaction. The
transaction format definition specifies which data declara-
tions can be used only once in a transaction and which data
declarations can be used multiple times, with each iteration
containing different data. Each location that has a unique
context within the transaction is assigned a unique persistent
tag. Each tag is unique because it uniquely identifies a data
declaration and the data declaration’s context in the trans-
action format definition. Each tag is persistent because the
set of tag assignments for a given transaction format remains
the same as it is used over and over again for processing
transactions having that format. The set of tag assignments
may be provided by means known in the art, but the
invention’s use of the tags is novel.

For each transaction that is processed, a computer con-
figured according to the invention examines the transaction
to determine where data elements begin and end. For each
data element found, the computer determines from the data
element’s context which declaration in the predefined trans-
action format definition describes the data element. The
computer tags the data element with the unique persistent
tag that was assigned to this declaration, using a tag which
incorporates the data element’s context in the transaction
and in the definition.

The computer then maps each data element to a relation
according to the data element’s unique persistent tag. Data
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elements corresponding to data declarations that can only be
used once are not nested. Each data element in the transac-
tion that is not nested is written to a root relation such that
the column name of the root relation matches the unique
persistent tag of the data element. The root relation has at
least one column.

Data elements corresponding to data declarations that can
be used more than once are nested, regardless of the actual
number of data elements in the transaction that correspond
to the data declaration. For each nested data element found
in the transaction, the computer writes the nested data
element to a subrelation such that the column name of the
subrelation matches the unique persistent tag of the nested
data element. For the first level of nested data elements, the
subrelation will be a subrelation of the root relation. For
additional levels of nesting, if any, the subrelation will be a
subrelation of a previously created subrelation. This writing
of subrelations continues to any depth of nesting, so that the
nesting relationship in the transaction is preserved in the
structure of the relations and subrelations.

Transactions that have been mapped to relations may be
accessed as structured, relational data. One method of
accessing them includes constructing a new transaction that
is equal in content to one of the original transactions, thereby
recreating the transaction. The transaction is reconstructed
by traversing the relation and its subrelations and for each
item of data stored therein, adding a data element separator
and data element corresponding to the stored data, and other
data, as directed by the predetermined transaction format
definition to recreate the data element’s context. This is done
in a sequence such that the relationships of the subrelations
to each other and to the root relation are preserved in the
nesting of the data elements in the reconstructed transaction.

The features and advantages of the present invention will
become more fully apparent through the following descrip-
tion and appended claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a diagram illustrating a computer network
suitable for use with the present invention.

FIG. 2 shows an excerpt from an EDI transaction data
stream.

FIGS. 3, 4, and 5 show a transaction set data segment
definition.

FIG. 6 is a data segment diagram illustrating an entry in
a data segment directory.

FIGS. 7 to 12 illustrate assignments of unique persistent
tags to data element declarations.

FIG. 13 shows the transaction data stream excerpt of FIG.
2 after it has been tagged with unique persistent tags.

FIG. 14 shows the tagged excerpt of FIG. 13 in an
indented, spaced and highlighted form to more clearly
illustrate tags and nesting relationships within the transac-
tion.

FIG. 15 is a root relation in a relational structure formed
according to the present invention from the example in FIG.
13.

FIGS. 16 to 20 are subrelations of the root relation shown
in FIG. 15.

FIG. 21 is a flowchart illustrating methods of the present
invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

The present invention relates to a method and apparatus
for managing transaction data in both relational database and
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electronic transaction forms, and more particularly, to trans-
lating data between those two forms.

The present method for creating a relational description of
a formatted transaction necessarily includes having a for-
matted transaction. Formatted transactions include a pre-
defined structure of data elements, or in other words, a
transaction is any message that has a structure defined by a
format definition. Often this structure will describe what
data must be included, what data may optionally be
included, what interdependencies exist (if any), how each
data element is to be identified so it is interpreted correctly,
and what sequence must be adhered to (if any) among the
data elements.

While the current invention can be used with any type of
structure transaction, it is illustrated below using a specific
example based on the ANSI X12 standard transaction format
definition. The invention can work with the entire X12
standard, or with a part of the standard or with modifications
that meet the needs of particular trading partners. The X12
standards define commonly used business transactions in
formal, structured transaction sets. Examples of transaction
sets include Invoices, Financial Information Reporting, Tax
Information Reporting, Purchase Orders, and Purchase
Order Acknowledgments. A transaction set under the X12
standards is composed of a transaction set header control
segment, one or more data segments in a predefined
sequence, and a transaction set trailer control segment. The
transaction set defines the format of data elements transmit-
ted between two appropriately configured computers.

Suitable computers may communicate directly through
modems over a telephone line or other direct “wire” com-
munications link. Suitable computers may also reside on a
computer network such as a local network, a value-added
network, and/or the Internet; “Internet” as used herein
includes variations such as a private Internet, secure
Internet, or intranet. The computers may be workstations,
laptop computers, disconnectable mobile computers, file
servers, or a combination thereof. The network may include
one or more LANSs, wide-area networks, Internet servers and
clients, intranet servers and clients, or a combination thereof.

One of the many computer networks suited for use with
the present invention is indicated generally at 10 in FIG. 1.
In one embodiment, the network 10 includes Novell Net-
Ware® network operating system software (NETWARE is a
registered trademark of Novell, Inc.) and Novell’s NetWare
Directory Services software. In alternative embodiments,
the network includes NetWare Connect Services, VINES,
Windows NT, Windows 95, LAN Manager, Systems Net-
work Architecture, Open Systems Interconnection, TCP/IP,
NetBIOS, DECnet, AppleTalk, or LANtastic network oper-
ating system software and an implementation of a distrib-
uted hierarchical partitioned object database according to the
X.500 protocol (VINES is a trademark of Banyan Systems;
NT, WINDOWS 95, and LAN MANAGER are trademarks
of Microsoft Corporation; LANTASTIC is a trademark of
Atrtisoft; APPLETALK is a trademark of Apple Computer,
Inc.; DECNET is a trademark of Digital Equipment
Corporation). The network 10 may include a local area
network 12 which is connectable to other networks 14,
including other LANs or portions of the Internet or an
intranet, through a gateway or similar mechanism.

The network 10 includes several file servers 16 that are
connected by network signal lines 18 to one or more network
clients 20. The file servers 16 and network clients 20 may be
configured by those of skill in the art in a wide variety of
ways to operate according to the present invention. The file
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servers 16 may be configured as Internet servers, as intranet
servers, as directory services providers or name servers, as
transaction servers or clients, as database servers or clients,
or as a combination thereof. The servers 16 may be unipro-
cessor or multiprocessor machines. The servers 16 and
clients 20 each include an addressable storage medium such
as random access memory or a non-volatile storage medium
such as a magnetic or optical disk.

Suitable network clients 20 include, without limitation,
personal computers 22, laptops 24, and workstations 26. The
signal lines 18 may include twisted pair, coaxial, or optical
fiber cables, telephone lines, satellites, microwave relays,
modulated AC power lines, and other data transmission
“wires” known to those of skill in the art. In addition to the
network client computers 20, a printer 28 and an array of
disks 30 are also attached to the network 10. Although
particular individual and network computer systems and
components are shown, those of skill in the art will appre-
ciate that the present invention also works with a variety of
other networks and computers.

The file servers 16 and the network clients 20 are capable
of using floppy drives, tape drives, optical drives or other
means to read a storage medium 32. A suitable storage
medium 32 includes a magnetic, optical, or other computer-
readable storage device having a specific physical substrate
configuration. Suitable storage devices include floppy disks,
hard disks, tape, CD-ROMs, PROMs, RAM, and other
computer system storage devices. The substrate configura-
tion represents data and instructions which cause the com-
puter system to operate in a specific and predefined manner
as described herein. Thus, the medium 32 tangibly embodies
a program, functions, and/or instructions that are executable
by the file servers 16 and/or network client computers 20 to
perform transactional data and relational data management
and translation steps of the present invention substantially as
described herein.

An Example Purchase Order Transaction

FIG. 2 shows an excerpt from an X12 purchase order
transaction, formatted for clarity of illustration. The excerpt
is from a data stream of characters used to transmit X12
transactions across the wire. The transaction contains group-
ings of data into data segments and data elements. Each line
in FIG. 2 shows a data segment. At the beginning of each
data segment is a two- or three-character segment ID, such
as ST, BEG or NTE. The asterisks denote data element
separators and the characters following each asterisk until
either the next asterisk or the end of the line are data
elements. The data stream of characters includes a new line
character at the end of each line. The new line character does
not print with ink, but it is significant as a data segment
terminator.

For clarity of illustration, FIG. 2 does not show characters
that are transmitted before and after the actual transaction
and that pertain to communication protocols and grouping of
several transactions. Those of skill in the art will appreciate
that the X12 standard allows for transaction sets to be
grouped into Functional Groups which in turn can be
packaged in an Interchange Envelope and given a Commu-
nications Transport Protocol.

The transaction starts with the transaction set header. The
term “ST*850” indicates that the transaction is a purchase
order. The present invention operates with transaction for-
mat definitions generally, including the X12 transaction set
definition for a purchase order. The X12 transaction set
definitions define each type of transaction as a sequence of
data segments, using a data segment directory that defines
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each type of data segment as a sequence of data elements
and/or composite data structures, a composite data structure
directory that defines each type of composite data structure
as a sequence of component data elements, and a data
element dictionary that defines the format of individual data
elements.

Of course, X12 is only one example of a transaction
format definition. The invention is not limited to a particular
definition such as X12. The X12 distinction between data
segments and data elements is helpful in understanding the
X12 standard and the example in FIG. 2, but the invention
is not limited to transaction format definitions which require
that distinction. The invention can also be used with trans-
action format definitions that have no hierarchy, such as
transaction sets, data segments, composite data structures
and data elements. The invention can also be used with
transaction format definitions such as EDIFACT, ODETTE,
SGML and HTML.

An Example Transaction Format Definition

FIGS. 3 to 5 show part of a transaction format definition
for a purchase order according to the X12 standard. The
definition specifies which data segments are required in a
purchase order transaction, which data segments are
optional, and the sequence in which the data segments must
appear. The structural details of each data segment are
defined elsewhere, such as in a data segment directory of the
kind shown in FIG. 6. This example is only a small part of
the X12 standard; for clarity of illustration, similar sheets for
other types of transactions are not shown.

The X12 standard for a given type of transaction generally
includes three tables. A first table generally relates to pre-
liminary information such as headers; such information is
shown in lines 1-57 of FIGS. 3 and 4. A second table
generally relates to the details of the transaction headers;
such information is shown in lines 58-97 of FIGS. 4 and 5.
A third table (not shown here but illustrated in the X12
standard) generally relates to the summary information. The
transaction format definition illustrated in FIGS. 3 to §
provides the format and establishes the data contents of a
Purchase Order transaction.

In FIGS. 3 to 5, each line of text that has a segment ID
(SEG. ID column) is a data segment declaration. Each data
segment declaration identifies and refers to one of the
various kinds of data segments that may be included in a
transaction. Each data segment declaration has a descriptive
name (NAME column) of the data segment and other
information. The data segments are ordered, and ordinal
positions (POS. NO. column) are explicitly specified in the
X12 standard for each kind of transaction.

Each data segment declaration has a requirement desig-
nator (REQ. DES. column) which defines the data segment
as mandatory (M), optional (O) or Float (F). The mandatory
designator M is used for data segments which must be
included in every transaction of the type being defined (a
purchase order in this example). The optional designator O
is used for data segments which are used at the option of the
sender. If optional data segments are used, they must be
placed in the predefined sequence established by the trans-
action format definition. The float designator F is used only
for the NTE Note/Special Instruction segment (e.g., line 7 in
FIG. 3). The NTE segment may appear anywhere in a
transaction between the Transaction Set Header data seg-
ment (line 4) and the Transaction Set Trailer data segment
(not shown). The NTE segment is usually nested at the end
of the data segment to which the note pertains.
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Parties to the formatted transaction do not have the option
under the X12 standards of arbitrarily determining the
sequence of data segments in a transaction set or the
sequence of data elements in a data segment. The invention,
however, is not limited to the X12 standard, but can be
readily used according to the teachings herein with whatever
level of flexibility the communicating partners establish.

Each data segment declaration 24 includes a maximum
number of uses (MAX USE column). This means the data
segment can iterate up to the given number of times at the
specified position number within a particular transaction.
This type of iteration is an individual iteration. If an indi-
vidual data segment declaration has a maximum use of
greater than one, it is allowed to iterate individually. For
example, the Reference Numbers data segment declaration
(line 9 in FIG. 3) is allowed to iterate individually; the
sender can send up to twelve reference numbers at this point
in the transaction, if desired. In a transaction in which the
Reference Numbers data segment iterates, this would look
like multiple lines in the character stream, each line starting
with the segment ID REF.

Data segments can also iterate as a group. According to
the X12 standard, a group of semantically related data
segments that can iterate as a group is called a “loop”. The
possible loops are predefined by the transaction set defini-
tion. For instance, lines 41-42 define a possible loop. Other
loops are defined by lines 43-57, lines 64—65, lines 82-84,
lines 85-86, lines 87-97, and lines 58-97, respectively. Note
that loops may be nested. The maximum number of times a
data segment loop may iterate is shown by its loop repeat
(LOOP REPEAT column) value. A data segment may be
mandatory in a group of data segments allowed to iterate,
but the iteration of the group itself is optional if the begin-
ning segment of the group is designated as optional.

FIG. 6 shows a data segment diagram which schemati-
cally represents an entry in the X12 data segment directory.
Each entry in the data segment directory defines the struc-
ture of a particular type of data segment. Each such data
segment definition starts with a unique segment identifier
40, such as the three characters TAL. This segment identifier
40 is placed in the data stream by the sender and is used by
the receiver to identify the segment. The segment identifier
40 corresponds to the segment ID at the beginning of each
segment, as illustrated in FIGS. 3 to 5. The body of the
segment is one or more logically related data elements 42
and/or composite data structures (not shown) in a predefined
sequence. In FIG. 6, the sequence is shown from left to right
three times and then top to bottom. Each data element 42
and/or composite data structure is preceded by a data
element separator 44, which is a character such as an
asterisk. The end of the segment is designated by a data
segment terminator 46, which is a character such as the new
line character. Thus, the beginning and ending of each data
segment and each data element can be determined by
reference to the segment’s entry in the data segment direc-
tory. Composite data structures (not shown) are composed of
one or more logically related component data elements
separated by a component element separator. The compo-
nent data elements are in a predefined sequence within the
composite data structure.

Data elements 42 or composite data structures may be
mandatory, conditional, or optional. If a data element 42 is
designated as mandatory, it must appear in the data segment.
Conditional data elements are dependent on the presence or
absence of other data elements in the same segment.
Optional data elements are placed within a data segment at
the option of the sender.
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Unique Persistent Tags

From the above example of a transaction format
definition, it can be seen that a computer receiving a
transaction can determine the context and therefore the
meaning of each data element in the transmission. One
aspect of the present invention preserves the context of the
data elements when they are written to relations in a rela-
tional database. This is achieved by tagging each data
element with a unique persistent tag that uniquely identifies
the context and that persists from one transaction to another.
Thus, a set of assignments of unique persistent tags to data
element contexts should be prepared; this is typically done
before processing the first transaction, but processing and
tag assignment may also proceed concurrently or step-by-
step in turn.

A complete set of assignments includes a unique persis-
tent tag for every possible data element context that can
occur in a transaction for every type of supported transac-
tion. In other words, suppose a transaction format definition
similar to X12 defines ten types of transactions, and each
type of transaction has an average of fifty data segment
definitions, and each data segment definition defines an
average of four data elements. Then the total number of
unique persistent tags would be about two thousand, the
product of these numbers. This is the case even though some
data segment definitions and some data element definitions
will show up several times each, because the tag assign-
ments reflect their context each time they appear.

The invention can be used with fewer than a complete set
of assignments when, for example, it is known that certain
permissible data element contexts will not be used. Also, the
invention may generate a new unique persistent tag on the
fly the first time it encounters a new data element context, so
long as it remembers the assignment for subsequent times
that it encounters the same context.

FIGS. 7 through 12 show selected parts of an example set
of assignments for a purchase order transaction. This is
similar to the transaction set definition (FIGS. 3 to 5), but is
expanded so that every data segment declaration is followed
by its data element declarations. The vertical ellipses (e.g.,
lines 21-23 in FIG. 7) indicate parts not shown for clarity of
illustration. The SEG. ID column lists the two- to three-
character segment identification where a segment definition
is being referenced, similar to the SEG. ID column in FIGS.
3 to 5. On lines 3, 5, 14, 17, and others where a segment
identifier is given, the entry in the SEGMENT OR DATA
ELEMENT NAME column is a data segment name. Below
each data segment name is a list of data element names, one
line per data element name, slightly indented to show the
nesting relationship. Thus, on lines 4, 6—13, and others
where no segment identifier is given, SEGMENT OR DATA
ELEMENT NAME column contains a data element name.
For example, with reference to FIG. 7, the Description data
element on line 27 is one of the data elements that make up
the Reference Numbers data segment declaration starting on
line 24.

The entire structure of segments and data elements is
indented to show nesting relationships. An NTE segment
(FIG. 7 line 28) for Note/Special Instruction can occur after
many of the other segments and is nested within the segment
that it follows.

The TAG column shows the three-character unique per-
sistent tag that is assigned to each data segment declaration
or data element declaration. The USE column shows
whether the segment or data element is optional (O) or
Mandatory (M). A mandatory data element in an optional
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data segment must be included only if the data segment is
used. The USE column also shows a number in parentheses
(such as in lines 14, 24, 28) representing the number of times
a data segment (or loop) may iterate, if it can be used more
than once.

The assignment of unique persistent tags to data element
contexts does not have to be done in a table such as that
shown in FIGS. 7 through 12. Tag assignment may be
accomplished by any of a variety of different methods that
serve the need for persistence and uniqueness of the tags,
including without limitation data loaded into, generated by
or maintained within a computer in any format, structure,
class or function. One suitable set of assignments for the
X12 Standard is the set of QUALEDI labels provided by The
APL Group, Inc. of Wilton, Conn. for a purpose other than
the translation methods claimed herein (QUALEDI is a
registered trademark of The APL Group, Inc.). Tags may be
implemented using GUIDs, UUIDs, or other identifiers.

The context of each data element is determined by the
transaction set it is found in, the data segment it is found in,
and its position within the data segment. The data segment
it is found in can be identified by its position number within
the transaction. Thus, two identically defined data elements
that are defined in two different types of data segments are
always in different contexts and are assigned different
unique persistent tags.

Factors that do not change the context include iteration
and loops. Thus, in a transaction, when two data segments
are two iterations arising from the same data segment
definition, these two data segments occur in the same
context. They are tagged with two instances of the same
unique persistent tag. Within each data segment, correspond-
ing data elements are tagged with multiple instances of the
same unique persistent tag, so that if the first data segment’s
data elements are tagged with the tags AA1, AA2, AA3 and
AA4, respectively, then the second data segment’s data
elements will also be tagged with the tags AA1, AA2, AA3
and AA4, respectively. The same principle applies to data
segments that iterate as a group (loops), when two data
segments arise from the same data segment definition being
used twice in a loop of several data segments.

For example, should the sender decide to use the optional
Sales Tax Reference data segment at position 070 (FIG. 3
line 11 and FIG. 8 line 41) and the Location Identifier data
element within that data segment (FIG. 8 line 44), this data
element would occur in a certain context that is identified by
the unique persistent tag OBN. The context is its location in
the transaction format definition, and this context has
semantic significance.

If the sender opted to include the loop starting with the
Name segment at position 310 (FIG. 4 lines 43-57, FIG. 10
line 103), and to use the Geographic Location data segment
at position 340 (FIG. 4 line 47, FIG. 10 line 117) and the
Location Identifier data element (FIG. 10 line 123) within
this segment, this Location Identifier data element would
occur in a certain context that is identified by the unique
persistent tag AIW. The Location Identifier data elements
tagged with OBN and A1W have the same data element
definition, (meaning that they are from 1 to 25 characters
each), but they differ in their context.

If the sender should decide to send a second name by
repeating the Name segment loop (FIG. 4 lines 43-57, FIG.
10 line 103), and to once again use the Geographic Location
data segment at position 340 and the Location Identifier data
element within this segment, the Location Identifier data
element for the second name would be tagged with another
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instance of the tag A1W. The same tag would be assigned
because the Location Identifiers for the two names’ Geo-
graphic Location data segments occur in the same context,
meaning that they both pertain to the geographic location of
a name defined in the same place in the transaction format
definition. By contrast, the Location Identifier data element
(FIG. 8 line 44) of the Sales Tax Reference data segment
occurs in a different context because it pertains to a sales tax
location.

Processing of the Example Transaction

Referring back to FIGS. 1 and 2, a receiving computer 16
or 20 processes the incoming data character stream in a way
that matches up its data elements with the data element
declarations of the transaction format definition. The data
element 850 (FIG. 2 line 1), occurring where it does in the
transaction, tells the receiving computer 16 or 20 that the
transaction is a purchase order. The computer 16 or 20 then
knows to use the purchase order transaction set definition.

The segments in the purchase order transaction occur in
the sequence given in FIGS. 3 to 5. Each segment is
terminated by a segment terminator such as the new line
character. Thus, each segment appears on one line. The
receiving computer knows which segment is next by the
two- to three-character segment identification sent in the
data stream at the beginning of each segment.

Within a segment, each data element is preceded by a data
element separator such as an asterisk. The receiving com-
puter’s expectations for each data segment are determined
by the data segment’s entry in the data segment directory,
such as the data segment entry shown in FIG. 6. An optional
data element that is not used in the data segment results in
a empty field in the transaction. This empty field will show
up in the transaction as two adjacent data element separators
(asterisks) if other data elements are used later within the
same segment. However, if there are no other data elements
in the segment then the segment should be terminated early
with the segment terminator (a new line character).

This method of processing the transactions allows the
receiving computer 16 or 20 to always know where in the
transaction format definition (FIGS. 3 to 5) and where in the
data segment directory each data element is described. In
other words, the receiving computer 16 or 20 always knows
each data element’s context. The receiving computer 16 or
20 uses this context to find the appropriate unique persistent
tag (FIGS. 7 to 12) and then tags each data element with that
tag. Once tagging is accomplished, some of the transaction’s
strict formatting structure may be discarded, such as the
segment [Ds.

FIG. 13 shows the sample EDI transaction of FIG. 2 after
the unique persistent tags have been added. In FIG. 2, each
data element was preceded by a data element separator,
which is shown by an asterisk. In FIG. 13, a unique
persistent tag is placed between the preceding data element
separator and the data element to which the tag pertains. The
unique persistent tags are the first three characters after
every data element separator (asterisk). FIG. 13 is not an
essential intermediate data structure, but merely represents
one of many ways that data elements can be tagged with
unique persistent tags.

To further promote understanding, FIG. 14 shows the
same tagged example of FIG. 13 indented to reflect the
nesting relationships. In addition, spaces have been inserted
to separate various parts of the data stream, and the unique
persistent tags are shown in bold italic type. FIG. 14 is
likewise not a required step of the invention.

With reference to FIG. 3 line 4, the Transaction Set
Header is the first data segment declared in the transaction
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set definition. By referring to a data segment dictionary for
this transaction, looking up the entry for this data segment,
it can be determined what data elements are expected in a
Transaction Set Header data segment. For example, see FIG.
5 line 3 onward, under Seg. ID ST. This allows each data
element in the transaction to be identified as to its context
and meaning. For each data element in the transaction of
FIG. 2, the beginning and ending of each data segment can
be located and the beginning and ending of each data
element within the data segment can be located.

FIGS. 15 to 19 show a relational structure corresponding
to the sample transaction of FIG. 2. This relational structure
is constructed from the transaction as follows. While parsing
through the information in the transaction of FIG. 2 and by
reference to transaction set definition (FIGS. 3 to 12), the
receiving computer 16 or 20 (FIG. 1) can determine which
data segment declarations and data element declarations
have corresponding data segments and data elements in the
transaction. By additionally referencing the set of assign-
ments represented by the Tag column 82 of FIGS. 7 to 12,
the computer 16 or 20 can determine which unique persis-
tent tag each data element should be tagged with. The tagged
data elements are then written to a relation or subrelation, as
determined by their unique persistent tags which incorporate
their contexts.

When the receiving computer 16 or 20 encounters infor-
mation belonging to a data segment that is not allowed to
iterate according to the transaction set definition, the infor-
mation corresponding to the data element or elements of that
data segment is mapped to a root relation such as that shown
in FIG. 15. In this mapping, the data element is written to a
field of the root relation such that the column name of the
field matches the unique persistent tag of the data element
being written.

For example, suppose the data element in the transaction
is 850. This corresponds to the data element declaration,
Transaction Set Identifier Code (FIG. 7 line 4). This data
element is part of the data segment, Transaction Set Header
40 (FIG. 3 line 4 and FIG. 7 line 3). Because the Max. Use.
column in FIG. 3 line 4 contains a one, the receiving
computer 16 or 20 knows that this data segment is not
allowed to repeat. Thus, there will only be one occurrence of
this data element in the context of the data segment Trans-
action Set Header and in the entire transaction. Accordingly,
this information is mapped to the root relation in FIG. 15, to
the column named for the unique persistent tag assigned to
the data element Transaction Set Identifier Code, namely, the
tag AAA (see also FIG. 7 line 4).

If the receiving computer encounters a data segment that
is allowed to iterate, the information in this data segment
will be written to a subrelation such as those shown in FIGS.
16 to 19, not to a root relation such as the one shown in FIG.
15. In making this determination, it does not matter whether
the data segment is allowed to iterate individually or as a
group (loop) of data segments. It also does not matter
whether the data segment actually iterates in a particular
transaction; what matters is whether it is permitted to iterate
according to the transaction set definition.

The information in a data segment that is allowed to
iterate is written to a subrelation and a key in the parent root
relation is assigned to the subrelation. One with skill in the
art of relational databases will appreciate that relations have
attributes which act as keys to the relation if the attributes
uniquely determine a tuple or row in the relation. The first
(leftmost) column of each subrelation references the parent
relation in which the iterating data segment was encoun-
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tered. If the parent relation is not the root relation, then the
parent relation is a subrelation that arose from a particular
iteration in the transaction, and the key references this
subrelation. The information associated with the data ele-
ments of the data segment that is allowed to iterate are
mapped to the subrelation as described above. Thus, each
data element is written to a field of the subrelation such that
the column name of the field matches the unique persistent
tag of the data element being written. To write information
to a subrelation, the subrelation is created if it does not
already exist. If the needed subrelation (one with the needed
column names) already exists, then a new row is created in
this subrelation.

For example, referring back to FIGS. 13 and 14, when
information such as DEL in line 3 belonging to the data
element declaration for Note Reference Code is
encountered, it can be seen by reference to FIG. 3 line 7 and
FIG. 7 line 15 that this data element is part of a data segment
Note/Special Instruction which may iterate up to one hun-
dred times. Thus a subrelation T1 (FIG. 16) is created.
Because the parent relation of subrelation T1 is the first row
(beneath the row of labels) of the root relation (FIG. 15), the
number in the (leftmost) reference column of subrelation T1
(FIG. 16) is one. If subrelation T1 been generated from a row
in a parent relation which was itself a subrelation
(representing a data segment that is allowed to iterate), the
row number in the parent relation would be mapped to the
reference column in subrelation T1. Accordingly, the map-
ping of the data element information by the present inven-
tion maintains the context of each data element within the
transaction set.

The column headed by >T1, shown for clarity of
illustration, represents a pointer from the root relation to
subrelation T1. Conventional relational database systems
would provide such pointers or links as part of their infra-
structure. Similar pointers may also be located in subrela-
tions. The REF. columns in the subrelations likewise repre-
sent back pointers that are typically provided by an
underlying relational database system. It will be appreciated
by those of skill that these relational structures may also be
implemented by imposing relations on a previously non-
relational data structure or database.

Mapping to subrelation T1 continues until the last data
element of the data segment that is allowed to iterate (or
group of data segments allowed to iterate) is encountered
and mapped. For example, the last data element in the data
segment Note/Special Instruction is entitled Message (FIG.
7 line 16) and has AOU assigned as its tag. The data element
associated with this data element declaration is DO NOT
DELIVER AFTER 3PM, which is mapped into the column
named AOU in subrelation T1 (FIG. 16). If there were
additional iterations of the Note/Special Instructions data
segment, the values or information of the data elements in
those iterations would become a second row in the subre-
lation T1. However, no further iterations are present, so the
mapping of subrelation T1 ends and mapping continues with
the parent relation.

Note that the data segment Note/Special Instruction was
allowed to iterate by definition (FIG. 3 line 7 specifies a
maximum use of 100). The sender of the example transac-
tion did not choose to provide information corresponding to
this data segment declaration to use it more than once. Thus,
although the information mapped into relational form may
be different depending on what information the sender
decides to include, the rules of mapping are determined
according to the definition of the formatted transaction.

The next data segment in the example transaction is
identified by a segment ID DTM in line 4 of FIG. 2. The
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name of this segment is Date/Time Reference (FIG. 9 line
90). As can be seen with reference to FIG. 3 line 20, this data
segment is allowed to iterate individually and thus a subre-
lation T2 (FIG. 17) is created and assigned the key of the
parent relation. As noted above, if the subrelation had
already existed, then a new row would be added to it.
Because subrelation T2 was created from row one (not
counting the label row) of the root relation (FIG. 15), the
REF. column in subrelation T2 contains a one. The data
segment Date/Time Reference defines data elements along
with the option to provide notes (FIG. 10 line 97). The
sender chose to include only the data elements correspond-
ing to the data element declarations Date/Time Qualifier and
Date (YYMMDD) respectively (FIG. 14 line 4). These data
element declarations were assigned the unique persistent
tags ALE and AL 4, respectively. Thus, the information in the
transaction associated with these data elements declarations
are tagged with the unique persistent tags ALE and ALA4,
respectively. They are then written to subrelation T2 in fields
that are in the columns bearing the column names ALE and
ALA4, respectively. Because there is only one iteration of this
data segment, the mapping to subrelation T2 ceases and
mapping continues in the parent relation (FIG. 15).

The next data segment encountered has a segment ID of
N1 (FIG. 2 line 5). The name of this segment is Name (FIG.
4 line 43). The Name data segment cannot iterate
individually, as its Max Use count is one. However, it is the
first data segment of several that can iterate as a group (FIG.
4 lines 43-57). Thus, information in the transaction that
pertains to this group of data segments is not mapped to the
root relation; it is mapped to a subrelation T3 (FIG. 18)
pertaining to this group or one of several nested subrelations
arising from subrelation T3.

First, the data elements that are part of the Name data
segment are written to the subrelation that pertains to this
group. For example, the data element BT (FIG. 2 line 5) is
the first data element of the Name data segment and is called
an Entity Identifier Code (FIG. 10 line 104). This data
element declaration was assigned the unique persistent tag
A00, so the data element in the transaction is tagged with
A00 (FIG. 13 line 5). The data element BT is written to a
field in subrelation T3 (FIG. 18) that pertains to the group;
the field is in the column named AQ0. The other data
elements of the Name data segment are processed similarly.

The next data segment in the transaction has a segment ID
of N3 and is named Address Information (FIG. 2 line 6).
This data segment is a member of the group shown at FIG.
4 lines 43-57, so it can iterate as a group along with the
Name segment of FIG. 2 line 5 and other segments. In
addition, segment the entry for segment N3 in the Max Use
column at FIG. 4 line 46 shows the segment can also iterate
individually within each group iteration. Because of this
nesting relationship, the N3 segment is not written to sub-
relation T3, but is written instead to a nested subrelation T5
(FIG. 19) arising from subrelation T3, to a field in the
column named A10.

The N4 data segment, which is named Geographic
Location, is next in the transaction. It is also a member of the
group in FIG. 4 lines 43-57, but its Max Use count is one.
Thus, it can not iterate individually and it’s three data
elements are written to the group’s subrelation T3, in
column names A1B, A1l and A1C, respectively.

The example transaction of FIG. 2 contains a second
Name data segment. This indicates that the entire group of
data segments shown in FIG. 4 lines 43-57 is repeating. Of
course, optional data segments/elements may still be omit-
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ted. What is included or omitted may vary from the previous
iteration, although in this example it does not vary. The first
data element ST of the second Name data segment is tagged
with a second instance of the unique persistent tag A00, the
same as the data element BT above, because both data
elements are uses of the same data element declaration. The
data element ST is mapped to the same column, creating a
second row in subrelation T3 (FIG. 18). The mapping
process is repeated until all the data elements of the trans-
action set are mapped to a relation.

When writing data elements to relations, it is possible for
the iterating data segment to not have a value for some data
element on some iteration. Thus some fields of a relation or
subrelation may be left null, although the column name
should contain an assigned tag for the particular data ele-
ment.

The above method of identifying data elements, tagging
them with unique persistent tags and mapping them to
relations continues for the rest of the transaction. The end of
the transaction is indicated by a data segment named Trans-
action Set Trailer, with Seg. ID SE, that includes as its first
data elements the total number of data segments in the
transaction. This is useful as a check that everything was
interpreted properly.

Reconstructing a Transaction From its Relational Form

After one or more transactions have been mapped to
relations, the advantages and tools associated with relational
databases become available to manipulate the information
obtained from the transactions. The invention includes as an
optional step the process of constructing a transaction from
its relational description. This is done by traversing the root
relation and its subrelations in the sequence appropriate for
the particular transaction definition in use. For the X12
standard, this is infix order, meaning that the root relation is
traversed from left to right, and whenever a reference to a
subrelation is encountered, the subrelation is entirely tra-
versed from left to right before proceeding with the root
relation. This continues recursively to any depth of nesting.

During traversal, a transaction is constructed using the
non-null data elements in the fields of the relations, the
non-null fields’ column names, and the set of assignments of
unique persistent tags, among other things. The reconstruc-
tion step is essentially the reverse of the mapping step that
created the relation. The computer 16 or 20 (FIG. 1) keeps
track of where it is in the transaction set definition. When it
encounters a column name that pertains to a new data
segment definition, it adds a segment terminator (e.g., new
line) to the character stream. Then it adds the Seg. ID of the
new data segment, as looked up in tables such as those in
FIGS. 3 to 12.

Before it adds a data element to the character stream, the
computer 16 or 20 determines whether any data elements are
being skipped in the transaction under construction. This can
be accomplished in any of several ways, including letting the
transaction format definition govern how data elements are
added and/or looking for null fields in the relations. For each
null field or skipped data element, a data element separator
is placed in the character stream without any accompanying
data. For each non-null field, a data element separator is
added to the character stream followed by the information in
the field. This information is formatted according to the
appropriate data element definitions. When there are no
more data elements to be added to a data segment, then the
segment should be terminated early with a data segment
terminator.

If the relation includes a root relation and subrelations, as
is often the case, the nesting relationships are preserved if
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the transaction under construction is assembled in the cor-
rect sequence according to the transaction format definition.
The correct sequence reflects any sequence constraints
imposed by the particular transaction format definition.

SUMMARY

As described above and illustrated in FIG. 21, the present
invention provides a method of creating a relational descrip-
tion of a formatted transaction while maintaining data ele-
ment context. The method begins with a step 48 of obtaining
the formatted transaction. The formatted transaction is for-
matted according to a transaction format definition that
declares what data elements are required and what data
elements are optional and how the data elements are to be
arranged in the formatted transaction. Suitable formatted
transactions include, without limitation, Electronic Data
Interchange transactions.

The method includes a computer-implemented segment
locating step 50 of locating a beginning and locating an
ending of at least one data segment within the formatted
transaction. This may be accomplished using information
similar to that set forth in FIGS. 3 to 12. During a computer-
implemented element locating step 52, a beginning and an
ending of at least one data element within the data segment
are located. Each data element corresponds to a data element
declaration, as discussed above. As indicated, the segment
locating step 50 and/or the element locating step 52 may be
repeated as needed for additional data segments and data
elements.

During a computer-implemented tagging step 54, each
data element is tagged with a unique persistent tag. As
discussed above, the unique persistent tag is unique in the
data element’s context within the formatted transaction so it
identifies the data element’s context within the transaction
format definition. Tagging may include a step 56 of identi-
fying each data element that is in a data segment that is not
permitted to iterate and tagging the data element with a
unique persistent tag.

Tagging may also include a step 58 of identifying each
data element that is in a data segment that is permitted to
iterate individually and identifying each data element that is
in a data segment that is permitted to iterate as part of a
group of data segments. Each data element that is in a first
iteration of a data segment is tagged with a unique persistent
tag. Each data element that is in a subsequent iteration of a
data segment, if any, is tagged with another instance of the
same unique persistent tag that was used for the first iteration
of the data segment.

During a computer-implemented mapping step 60, each
data element is mapped to a relation according to the data
element’s unique persistent tag, thereby creating the rela-
tional description of the formatted transaction. The rela-
tional description may form part or all of a relational
database. Each column in the relation corresponds to a
different data element, and each column is designated by the
data element’s unique persistent tag.

The mapping step 60 normally includes a step 62 of
creating a root relation. The mapping step 60 optionally
includes a step 64 of creating a subrelation corresponding to
each data segment and creating a subrelation corresponding
to each group of data segments. Each subrelation is refer-
enced by a relation key in a referencing relation.

The mapping step 60 may include a computer-
implemented step 66 of processing nested data elements.
Each data element that is not nested is identified, and written
to a root relation with at least one column name, such that
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the unique persistent tag of the data element matches the
column name of the relation. Each data element that is
nested and therefore has a nest relationship in the formatted
transaction is identified. For each data element that is nested,
if any, a subrelation is created with at least one column
name, the subrelation preserving in the relation the nest
relationship of the data element in the formatted transaction.
The data element is written to the subrelation such that the
persistent tag of the data element matches the column name
of the subrelation. This is repeated for nested loops within
nested loops, if any, to preserve nesting relationships to any
depth of nesting.

The steps illustrated in FIG. 21 may also be reversed to
construct a corresponding formatted transaction from the
relational description. As discussed above, this may involve
steps such as adding to the formatted transaction a data
element separator and a data element obtained from the root
relation; adding to the formatted transaction a data element
separator and a data element obtained from a subrelation and
preserving the relationship of the subrelation to the root
relation in the nesting of the data element within the for-
matted transaction being constructed; determining from the
column names, the field contents, and the transaction format
definition an appropriate transaction header for the format-
ted transaction and adding the appropriate transaction header
to the formatted transaction; determining from the column
names and the transaction format definition an appropriate
segment ID for the subrelation and adding the segment ID to
the corresponding formatted transaction.

The methods of the present invention can be applied
equally well to a transaction defined by a markup language
such as SGML or HTML. Once data element context is
understood the invention can be applied. In a formatted
transaction such as an EDI transaction, context depends on
position. By contrast, the tokens described by a markup
language define the various contexts of each data element.
Accordingly, sequence may not be as important in a markup
language. Those of skill will also appreciate that the dis-
tinction between data segments and data elements is a
distinction imposed by X12, not by the invention. The
invention requires only that the context of a data element be
identified.

Although particular methods embodying the present
invention are expressly illustrated and described herein, it
will be appreciated that apparatus and article embodiments
may be formed according to methods of the present inven-
tion. Unless otherwise expressly indicated, the description
herein of methods of the present invention therefore extends
to corresponding apparatus and articles, and the description
of apparatus and articles of the present invention extends
likewise to corresponding methods.

The invention may be embodied in other specific forms
without departing from its essential characteristics. The
described embodiments are to be considered in all respects
only as illustrative and not restrictive. Any explanations
provided herein of the scientific principles employed in the
present invention are illustrative only. The scope of the
invention is, therefore, indicated by the appended claims
rather than by the foregoing description. All changes which
come within the meaning and range of equivalency of the
claims are to be embraced within their scope.

What is claimed and desired to be secured by patent is:

1. A method of creating a relational description of a
transaction while maintaining data element context, the
method comprising the computer-implemented steps of:

locating a beginning and locating an ending of at least one

data element within the transaction;
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tagging each located data element with a unique persistent
tag, the unique persistent tag being unique in the data
element’s context within the transaction so as to iden-
tify the data element’s context; and

mapping each located data element to a relation according
to the data element’s unique persistent tag, thereby
creating the relational description of the transaction.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the transaction com-
prises a formatted transaction.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the formatted trans-
action comprises an Electronic Data Interchange transaction.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the transaction com-
prises a markup language transaction.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the relational descrip-
tion comprises a relational database.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the locating steps
comprise locating a beginning and locating an ending of
each of a plurality of data segments within a formatted
transaction and locating a beginning and locating and ending
of each of a plurality of data elements within the data
segments.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the tagging step
comprises the computer-implemented steps of:

identifying each data element that is in a data segment that
is not permitted to iterate and tagging the data element
with a unique persistent tag; and

identifying each data element that is in a data segment that
is permitted to iterate individually and identifying each
data element that is in a data segment that is permitted
to iterate as part of a group of data segments, and
tagging each data element that is in a first iteration of
a data segment with a unique persistent tag and tagging
each data element that is in a subsequent iteration of a
data segment, if any, with another instance of the same
unique persistent tag that was used for the first iteration
of the data segment.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the transaction com-
prises a formatted transaction containing data segments, and
the mapping step comprises the computer-implemented
steps of creating a subrelation corresponding to each data
segment and creating a subrelation corresponding to each
group of data segments, each subrelation being referenced
by a relation key in a referencing relation.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein the mapping step
comprises the computer-implemented step of creating at
least one relation which has at least one column, each
column corresponding to a different data element, and each
column designated by the data element’s unique persistent
tag.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein the mapping step
comprises the computer-implemented steps of:

(a) identifying each data element that is not nested and for
each data element that is not nested, writing the data
element to a root relation with at least one column
name, such that the unique persistent tag of the data
element matches the column name of the relation;

(b) identifying each data element that is nested and
therefore has a nest relationship in the transaction and
for each data element that is nested, if any, creating a
subrelation with at least one column name, the subre-
lation preserving in the relation the nest relationship of
the data element in the transaction, and writing the data
element to the subrelation such that the persistent tag of
the data element matches the column name of the
subrelation; and

(¢) for nested loops within nested loops, if any, repeating
step (b) to preserve nesting relationships to any depth
of nesting.
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11. The method of claim 1, additionally comprising the
computer-implemented steps of constructing a correspond-
ing transaction from the relational description.

12. The method of claim 11, wherein the constructing step
comprises the computer-implemented steps of:

for the root relation, adding to the corresponding trans-

action a data element separator and a data element
obtained from the root relation;

for each subrelation, adding to the corresponding trans-

action a data element separator and a data element
obtained from the subrelation and preserving the rela-
tionship of the subrelation to the relation in the nesting
of the data element within the corresponding transac-
tion being constructed.

13. The method of claim 12 additionally comprising the
computer-implemented steps of:

for the root relation, determining from the column names,

the field contents, and a transaction format definition an
appropriate transaction header for the corresponding
transaction and adding the appropriate transaction
header to the corresponding transaction;

for each subrelation, determining from the column names

and the transaction format definition an appropriate
segment ID for the subrelation and adding the segment
ID to the corresponding transaction.

14. A method of creating in a computer a relational
description of a structured message while maintaining data
element context, the structured message formatted according
to a predefined markup language definition that declares
what data elements are required and what data elements are
optional and how the data elements are to be arranged in the
structured message, the method comprising the steps of:

providing in the computer a set of assignments of at least

one unique persistent tag for at least one unique data
element context in the predefined markup language
definition, each unique persistent tag being uniquely
assigned to a unique data element context in the pre-
defined markup language definition;

the computer locating a beginning and locating an ending

of at least one data element within the structured
message;

for each data element in the structured message, the

computer selecting one of the unique persistent tags
according to where the data element occurs in the
structured message and where the data element is
defined in the predefined markup language definition
and the set of assignments and tagging the data element
with the unique persistent tag, the unique persistent tag
incorporating the data element’s context within the
structured message according to the predefined markup
language definition;

the computer writing each data element to a field in a

relation according to the data element’s unique persis-
tent tag, such that each field in the relation has a column
name and this column name matches the unique per-
sistent tag of the data element written to that field,
thereby creating the relational description of the struc-
tured message.

15. A method of creating in a computer a relational
description of a formatted transaction while maintaining
data element context, the formatted transaction formatted
according to a predefined transaction format definition that
declares what data elements are required and what data
elements are optional and how the data elements are to be
arranged in the formatted transaction, the method compris-
ing the steps of:
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providing in the computer a set of assignments of at least
one unique persistent tag for at least one unique dec-
laration of a data element in the predefined transaction
format definition, each unique persistent tag being
uniquely assigned to a unique declaration of a data
element in the predefined transaction format definition;

the computer locating a beginning and locating an ending
of at least one data element within the formatted
transaction;

for each data element in the formatted transaction, the
computer selecting one of the unique persistent tags
according to where the data element occurs in the
formatted transaction and where the data element is
defined in the predefined transaction format definition
and the set of assignments and tagging the data element
with the unique persistent tag, the unique persistent tag
incorporating the data element’s context within the
formatted transaction according to the predefined trans-
action format definition;

the computer mapping each data element to a relation
according to the data element’s unique persistent tag,
thereby creating the relational description of the for-
matted transaction.

16. The method of claim 15, wherein the formatted
transaction comprises an Electronic Data Interchange trans-
action.

17. The method of claim 15, wherein the relational
description comprises a relational database.

18. The method of claim 15, wherein the predefined
transaction format definition declares what data segments
are required in the transaction, what data segments are
optional in the transaction, and what data elements are
required in each defined data segment, if any, and what data
elements are optional in each defined data segment, if any,
and wherein the locating step comprises locating a begin-
ning and locating an ending of each of a plurality of data
segments within the formatted transaction and locating a
beginning and locating and ending of each of a plurality of
data elements within the data segments.

19. The method of claim 18, wherein the tagging step
comprises the computer-implemented steps of:

identifying each data element that is in a data segment that
is not permitted to iterate and tagging the data element
with a unique persistent tag;

identifying each data element that is in a data segment that
is permitted to iterate individually and identifying each
data element that is in a data segment that is permitted
to iterate as part of a group of data segments, and
tagging each data element that is in a first iteration of
a data segment with a unique persistent tag and tagging
each data element that is in a subsequent iteration of a
data segment, if any, with another instance of the same
unique persistent tag that was used for the first iteration
of the data segment.

20. The method of claim 18, wherein the mapping step
comprises the computer-implemented steps of creating a
subrelation corresponding to each data segment that is
permitted to iterate and creating a subrelation corresponding
to each group of data segments that is permitted to iterate as
a group of data segments, each subrelation being referenced
by a relation key in a referencing relation.

21. The method of claim 15, wherein the mapping step
comprises the computer-implemented step of creating at
least one relation which has at least one field, each field
having a column name, and writing each data element to a
different field such that the unique persistent tag with which
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the data element is tagged matches the column name of the
field to which the data element is written.

22. The method of claim 15, wherein the mapping step
comprises the computer-implemented steps of:

(a) identifying each data element that is not nested and for
each data element that is not nested, writing the data
element to a root relation with at least one column
name, such that the unique persistent tag of the data
element matches the column name of the relation;

(b) identifying each data element that is nested and
therefore has a nest relationship in the formatted trans-
action and for each data element that is nested, if any,
creating a subrelation with at least one column name,
the subrelation preserving in the relation the nest rela-
tionship of the data element in the formatted
transaction, and writing the data element to the subre-
lation such that the persistent tag of the data element
matches the column name of the subrelation; and

(¢) for nesting within nesting, if any, repeating step (b) to
preserve nesting relationships to any depth of nesting.

23. The method of claim 15, additionally comprising the

computer-implemented step of constructing a corresponding
formatted transaction from the relational description.

24. The method of claim 23, wherein the constructing step

comprises the computer-implemented steps of:

for the root relation, adding to the formatted transaction a
data element separator and a data element correspond-
ing to the relation;

for each subrelation, adding to the formatted transaction

a data element separator and a data element corre-

sponding to the subrelation, preserving the relationship

of the subrelation to the relation in the nesting of the

data element within the transaction being constructed.

25. The method of claim 24 additionally comprising the
computer-implemented steps of:

for the root relation, determining from the column names,
the field contents, and the transaction format definition
an appropriate transaction header for the corresponding
formatted transaction and adding the appropriate trans-
action header to the corresponding formatted transac-
tion;

for each subrelation, determining from the column names

and the transaction format definition an appropriate
segment ID for the subrelation and adding the segment
ID to the corresponding formatted transaction.

26. A computer-readable storage medium having a con-
figuration that represents data and instructions which cause
a computer system to perform method steps for manipulat-
ing a formatted transaction, the formatted transaction for-
matted according to a predefined transaction format
definition, the computer system comprising hardware and
software for a relational database, the method steps com-
prising the following steps:

providing an assignment of at least one unique persistent

tag for at least one unique declaration of a data element
in the predefined transaction format definition, each
unique persistent tag being uniquely assigned to a
unique declaration of a data element in the predefined
transaction format definition;

locating a beginning and locating an ending of at least one

data element within the formatted transaction;

for each data element in the formatted transaction, select-

ing one of the unique persistent tags according to where
the data element occurs in the formatted transaction and
where it fits in the predefined transaction format defi-
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nition and tagging the data element with the unique
persistent tag, the unique persistent tag incorporating
the data element’s context within the formatted trans-
action according to the predefined transaction format
5 definition;
mapping each data element to a relation according to the
data element’s unique persistent tag, thereby creating
the relational description of the formatted transaction.
27. The storage medium of claim 26, wherein the format-
10 ted transaction comprises an Electronic Data Interchange
transaction.

28. The storage medium claim of 26, wherein the mapping
step comprises the steps of:

(a) identifying each data element that is not nested and for
each data element that is not nested, writing the data
element to a relation with at least one column name,
such that the unique persistent tag of the data element
matches the column name of the relation;

(b) identifying each data element that is nested and
therefore has a nest relationship in the formatted trans-
action and for each data element that is nested, if any,
creating a subrelation with at least one column name,
the subrelation preserving in the relation the nest rela-
tionship of the data element in the formatted
transaction, and writing the data element to the subre-
lation such that the persistent tag of the data element
matches the column name of the subrelation; and

(¢) for nesting within nesting, if any, repeating step (b) to
preserve nesting relationships to any depth of nesting.

29. The storage medium of claim 26, wherein the method
steps additionally comprise the step of constructing a cor-
responding formatted transaction from the relational
description.

30. The storage medium of claim 29, wherein the con-
structing step additionally comprises the steps of:

for the root relation, adding to the corresponding format-
ted transaction a data element separator and a data
element corresponding to the relation;

for each subrelation, adding to the corresponding format-
ted transaction a data element separator and a data
element corresponding to the subrelation, preserving
the relationship of the subrelation to the relation in the
nesting of the data element within the corresponding
formatted transaction being constructed.

31. The storage medium of claim 30, wherein the method

steps additionally comprise the step of:

for the root relation, determining from the column names,
the field contents, and the transaction format definition
an appropriate transaction header for the corresponding
formatted transaction and adding the appropriate trans-
action header to the corresponding formatted transac-
tion;

for each subrelation, determining from the column names
and the transaction format definition an appropriate
segment ID for the subrelation and adding the segment
ID to the corresponding formatted transaction.

32. A method of constructing in a computer a formatted
transaction from a relational description of a formatted
transaction while maintaining data element context, the
relational description including a root relation having at least
one field and at least column name of the field and further
including at least one subrelation having at least one field
and at least one column name of the subrelation’s field, the
formatted transaction formatted according to a predefined
transaction format definition that declares what data ele-
ments are required and what data elements are optional and
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how the data elements are to be arranged in the formatted
transaction, the method comprising the steps of:

providing in the computer a set of assignments of at least
one unique persistent tag for at least one unique dec-
laration of a data element in the predefined transaction
format definition, each unique persistent tag being
uniquely assigned to a unique declaration of a data
element in the predefined transaction format definition;

for the root relation of the relational description, adding to
the formatted transaction under construction a data
element separator and a data element corresponding to
the relation;

for each subrelation of the relational description, adding
to the formatted transaction under construction a data
element separator and a data element corresponding to
the subrelation, preserving the relationship of the sub-
relation to the relation in the nesting of the data element
within the formatted transaction being constructed.
33. The method of claim 32 additionally comprising the
computer-implemented steps of:

for the root relation, determining from the column names,
the field contents, and the transaction format definition
an appropriate transaction header for the corresponding
formatted transaction and adding the appropriate trans-
action header to the formatted transaction under con-
struction;

for each subrelation, determining from the column names
and the transaction format definition an appropriate
segment ID for the subrelation and adding the segment
ID to the formatted transaction under construction.

34. A computer system for manipulating a formatted

transaction while maintaining data element context, the
formatted transaction formatted according to a predefined
transaction format definition that declares what data ele-
ments are required and what data elements are optional and
how the data elements are to be arranged in the formatted
transaction, the computer system comprising:

a set of assignments of at least one unique persistent tag
for at least one unique declaration of a data element in
the predefined transaction format definition, each
unique persistent tag being uniquely assigned to a
unique declaration of a data element in the predefined
transaction format definition;

relational database means for writing relations;

tagging means for tagging at least one data element of a
formatted transaction with a unique persistent tag that
uniquely identifies the data element’s context in the
formatted transaction; and
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writing means for writing at least one tagged data element
to a relation such that the column name where the data
element is written in the relation matches the unique
persistent tag of the tagged data element.

35. The system of claim 34, further comprising:

relational database means for reading relations; and

reconstructing means for reconstructing a formatted trans-
action from a relation by reading at least one data
element from the relation and for each data element
read, arranging a data element separator and the data
element as directed by the column name from which
the data element was read, the set of assignments, and
the transaction format definition, such that the column
name identifies the context in the transaction format
definition that defines where in the formatted transac-
tion under construction the data element separator and
the data element belong.

36. A computer system for creating a formatted transac-
tion from a relational form while maintaining data element
context, the formatted transaction formatted according to a
predefined transaction format definition that declares what
data elements are required and what data elements are
optional and how the data elements are to be arranged in the
formatted transaction, the computer system comprising:

a set of assignments of at least one unique persistent tag
for at least one unique declaration of a data element in
the predefined transaction format definition, each
unique persistent tag being uniquely assigned to a
unique declaration of a data element in the predefined
transaction format definition;

relational database means for reading relations;

tagging means for tagging at least one data element of a
formatted transaction with a unique persistent tag that
uniquely identifies the data element’s context in the
formatted transaction; and

reconstructing means for reconstructing a formatted trans-
action from a relation by reading at least one data
element from the relation and for each data element
read, arranging a data element separator and the data
element as directed by the column name from which
the data element was read, the set of assignments, and
the transaction format definition, such that the column
name identifies the context in the transaction format
definition that defines where in the formatted transac-
tion under construction the data element separator and
the data element belong.
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