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What are 
Repositories and Metadata?
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What is A Repository?
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Database Repository

A database contains 
data.

A repository contains 
metadata.

A database is used to 
run or manage the 
enterprise.

A repository is used to 
run or manage aspects 
of the IT infrastructure of 
an enterprise.



Build or Buy a Metadata Repository?
Malcolm Chisholm, Askget.com Inc. 

The DAMA International Symposium & WILSHIRE Meta-Da ta Conference
Denver, Colorado � April 23-27, 2006

3

What is Metadata?
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Please don’t say 
“Data about 

Data”

The Scream
Edvard Munch

What is Metadata?
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REALITY CHECK

Data that is used by IT staff to assist 
them in their work, or business users 
to help them use IT resources.

Any data kept in a computerized 
system that is not directly used to run 
or manage the enterprise.

Not just “data about data”.  Can 
include descriptions of networks.

Boundaries with data may be blurred.
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Metadata Is Relative
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Author
Publisher Web Site

URL

Price

ISBN

Reviewer Web Site

Publisher URL

Click Thru Count

#Pages

Book

Data

Metadata

Data

Metadata

Data

Metadata

What you see as data vs. metadata may depend on you perspective.

In this example an author produces a book that is published and then reviewed.

Metadata Myths 
and

Build vs. Buy
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Repository Myths
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Ulysses and the Sirens
John William Waterhouse

There is a 
single standard 
set of metadata

All repositories 
have the same 

functionality
It’s easy to 
extend a 

repository

Just follow 
best 

practices
There is 

only one per 
enterprise

Reality 1: There is no Single
Set of Metadata
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Enterprise

Business
Rules

Security Change
Control

Data
Models

Reports

Networks

ETL

Reference
Data

XML

Application
Interfaces

Metadata is infinite
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Consequences of Infinite Metadata

A Single
Repository 

Design Cannot 
Accommodate 
All Metadata

Repositories 
Generalized to 
Accommodate 
Any Metadata 
Achieve Little

Lots of 
Metadata is 
Completely 
Unrelated to 

Other 
Metadata

Build

Buy

If the specific metadata you want to work with is not specifically 
administered by a repository you can buy.

If the specific metadata you want to work with is sufficiently 
administered by the tool (80%).

Model Your Metadata

Build

Buy

You require a detailed data model to build a repository

You need a model with at least entities, primary keys, and foreign 
keys that you can compare to a product offering
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Reality 2: Different Repositories
Have Different Functionality
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Build

Buy

If the functionality you require cannot be found in the product 
offerings provided.

If 80% or more of the functionality you require is provided by the 
product offered

Don’t Build or Buy a “Roach Motel” 
Repository, that has such generic 
functionality it is no use to anyone.  The 
metadata goes in, but never comes out.

Understand Requirements
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���

Plato & Aristotle in 
The School of Athens

Raphael
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Use Cases for Requirements
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No corresponding situation.
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No requirements document.
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The namespace is associated with a schema when the schema is uploaded.  It is uncertain if namespaces have to be 
registered anywhere else.
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· Namespace now exists in XML Repository.
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1. Analyst signs onto XML Repository
2. Analyst enters registration information for new namespace
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· XML Repository must have functionality for registration of a namespace.
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· Analyst 
· XML Repository

������

XML Namespaces must be managed in the Repository.  Each namespace corresponds to a schema.

�
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Any Analyst registers a namespace in the XML Reposi tory
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U002
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����
� A use case can 
capture an individual 
item of functionality.

Graphical UML Use 
Cases are good, but 
you may wish to 
consider the less 
graphical form 
illustrated here.  

Build a Set of Use Cases
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Use Case 1

Use Case 2

Use Case 3

Use Case …

Use Case n

Build

Buy

The use cases are the starting point for developing specifications.

Compare the use cases to what the product offers.  You may wish 
to assign weights to each use case, and scores to how well each 
product supports it.

If you do not, buying a product turns into a 
beauty contest.

If you do not, building a repository risks scope 
creep, no clear goals for project.    
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Reality 3: It Is Not Easy to Extend A 
Repository

© Askget.com Inc., 2006.  All rights reserved

Build

Buy

How easy is it to extend any application to accommodate new, 
different requirements?  A repository is no different.

If your requirements do not fit the product offering, beware of 
vendor promises that the product can be customized to meet your 
needs

Reality 4: “Best Practices” Can Be An 
Escape from Thinking and Working

© Askget.com Inc., 2006.  All rights reserved

Build

Buy

Unlikely to do this if you are thinking about implementing a 
repository to conform with “best practices”.  

Are you seeking to conform to “best practices”, but do not 
understand your requirements?  Buying a tool is likely if you are 
approaching a repository from a “best practices” perspective.
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Reality 5: There Can Be Many Repository 
Applications per Enterprise
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Build

Buy

Understanding requirements leads to narrowly defined 
requirements that can be easily implemented  

Beware of vendors offering one-size-fits-all repositories.  Why 
should there be one repository per enterprise if there is not one 
database per enterprise.

Major Issues in Build vs. Buy
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There is a 
single standard 
set of metadata

All repositories 
have the same 

functionality

It’s easy to 
extend a 

repository

Just follow best 
practices

There is only 
one per 

enterprise
Build Buy

Effects of Myths Tend towards “Buy”
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Smaller, 
Quicker, 
Cheaper

Build Buy

Why Build vs. Why Buy?

Bigger, Time 
and Money not 
Constraining

Known 
Requirements 
fit no Product

Known 
Requirements 
fit a Product
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Common Classes of Metadata

Definitions, Stewardship Data, Physical Names, Databases where 
implemented, analyst comments, documents.

Entity
(Table)

Attribute
(Column)

Definitions, Stewardship Data, Physical Names, Databases where 
implemented, PK, FK, Not Null (This can be a problem), analyst 
comments, documents

Relationship
Type (identifying, non-identifying), Cardinality, Optionality

Some classes of metadata are common to many repositories.  Metadata 
patterns exist for repositories.
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Problems with Common Classes of 
Metadata

Repository
Proliferation

Build Buy

Different 
Products 
Require 
Same 

Metadata

Different 
Repositories 

built in 
isolation

Requirements
Not Met

Metadata 
implemented 
in unusable 
form (e.g. 

text)
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Ideal Solution for Common Classes of 
Metadata

Repository
Database

E.g. Entities, Tables, 
Attributes, Columns, 
Relationships

Web-based
Data 

Dictionary 
providing
business
definitions

Capture of 
business rule 

definitions

Reverse 
engineer 

meaning of 
reports

Change 
control for 

data models

Keep common classes of metadata in one database and build a suite of applications around it.  Do not 

replicate the same metadata in unique repository databases for each application.

Build

Buy

Easier to implement this model

Less easy to implement this model because repository database may be “black boxed”, or 
you may “upgrade preclude it”, or simply non-extensible.  Leads to repository proliferation.
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Questions and Answers

Repositories: Build or Buy?
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