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XML and The Mainframe:
Perfect Together—Part Two

Adopting and using industry-specific
XML vocabularies and schema

By  R o h i t  M i t a l

IN last month’s edition of Technical Support,
I talked about how XML can create a

virtual data layer to allow the information in
corporate mainframes to be more easily
accessed. I compared the idea of using XML
schema to that of using data models, a notion
that’s familiar to most IT professionals.

A quick summary of last month’s article:
XML schema and vocabularies represent the
collective wisdom of a given industry’s best
practices. XML can help unify disparate sys-
tems and data sources, smooth out the differ-
ences among data formats from legacy and
other systems, and help a company create a
standards-based approach to information
access that can be shared, turned into a Web
service, and reused across and throughout dif-
ferent applications. The XML-based abstrac-
tion layer provides aggregated, virtual access
to all of a company’s information.

This time, as promised, I’ll focus on differ-
ent XML use cases, some of the best practices
that have grown up around its adoption, and
how you and your company can get started.

We’ll explore three use cases, two in the
insurance industry and an investment power-
house that’s using XML as a way to repurpose
and share its research reports with customers
and partners around the world.

For their part, both insurance firms are using
ACORD XML standards. The Association for
Cooperative Operations Research and
Development (ACORD), based in New York,
has been standardizing insurance data for 30

years—first in paper forms and, most recently,
with an XML vocabulary. ACORD created
its XML vocabulary with input from leading
insurance firms to help standardize the terms
used in both major types of insurance—
property and casualty, and life and health—
to help facilitate electronic exchange of
information among insurers, brokers, agents
and customers.

OVERSEAS INSURANCE GIANT

Our first use case involves one of Europe’s
top insurers.1 The company needed to incor-
porate the Internet as a new sales channel to
allow customers to sign up for life insurance
policies and to request information via the
Web. At the same time, the company did not
want to have to revamp its existing back-end
IT infrastructure to accommodate the Internet.
Rather, the firm wanted to be able to “plug”
the Web into its current policy management
system and into other relevant applications.

Thanks to the ACORD XML data model, the
company is now doing just that, and customers
can buy life insurance over the Internet.

From a customer’s perspective, the first
step is to go to an insurance portal site,
where the customer requests information
and pricing based on his or her age and a
specific amount and term of coverage. From
there, the portal site contacts those of vari-
ous insurance firms—including that of our
client—and the site returns information

from the various companies. A list is pre-
sented back to the customer, with pricing
and contact information.

Let’s say the customer selects our client as
the company with the best product fit for her
needs. The firm must then be able to process
the customer’s information into its existing
infrastructure, send an application back and
forth, issue the policy, bill the customer and so
on. The idea is to glue the new Web portal to
the world of the firm’s current business sys-
tems and processes.

At the heart of all this is the ACORD
XML-based standards, which provide a com-
mon format and messaging model. When our
client receives the Web request from a cus-
tomer, it comes in an XML format via
ACORD. The firm is then able to “shred”
that data—take certain pieces of information
necessary for the policy-management system,
other pieces that are needed for other sys-
tems, and using rules relevant to the specific
business process, convert the XML data into
a text-based format that the mainframe
understands. The conversion from ACORD
XML to the MQ messaging bus on the main-
frame is done via XAware’s iServer.

When information is sent back to the cus-
tomer, the conversion process works the other
way. And best of all, these J2EE-based
interfaces from the mainframe to the portal—
and vice-versa—are reusable. The insurance
company is then able to build Web services
based on these reusable interfaces.
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INVESTMENT BEHEMOTH

A top investment firm is using RIXML, an
XML vocabulary for the financial research
community, to share its stock and bond
research with dozens of Web portals. Each of
these partners, from Reuters to SunGard and
others, requires a somewhat different format.
In the Web publishing world, the challenge is
to “repurpose” the research content most
effectively—that is, to format it in such a way
that it works with each partner’s specific pub-
lishing system without having to manually go
in and tweak each time the content is sent to a
different place. RIXML is the “lingua franca”
that allows the investment firm to do just that.

This setup replaces the need to build and then
maintain a specific interface from its content to
each Web portal; each interface would need to
be updated any time any of the company’s part-
ners changed its Web-production system.

Simply put, the goal was to build an infor-
mation-delivery system specific to research,
so that data could be pulled from Oracle,
Sybase, stored procedures and text files,
converted into RIXML and then delivered to
Web portals. The delivery mechanisms
include FTP and Web services protocols
SOAP and HTTP.

Other key considerations in this applica-
tion include monitoring, error handling and
auditing the content-delivery process.
Because the company’s partners are also its
customers—that is, they’re paying for this
information—it needs to be delivered on time
and with no errors.

Further, the notion was to have a “future-
proof” architecture. This way, if new content
partners are added, or if another Web services
protocol comes along that the firm wishes to
incorporate, it can do so without needing to re-
create the entire system.

ANOTHER
INSURANCE LEADER

Another leader in the insurance industry
is also using the ACORD XML model with
XAware’s iServer to help migrate 45 mil-
lion policies into its new, distributed, cus-
tom-built policy-management system—
from its existing mainframes—and then
accurately populate the new system. Like
many insurance firms, our client had grown
by means of a number of acquisitions and
so was dealing with multiple information
silos, each with separate maintenance and
operational needs.

These legacy systems were difficult to
change and the information they contained
wasn’t easy to tap for multiple purposes such
as marketing, product analysis and so on. The
firm lacked a single view of its customers.

With ACORD and XA-iServer, the firm
created a reusable, flexible and business-
driven migration infrastructure. This new
setup helped them migrate policies from 78
existing operational systems, including SAP,
IDMS, IMS, VSAM and Supra. The new
J2EE-based policy-management system,
which runs on an RS/6000 under the AIX
operating system, includes best-of-breed
components for contract administration, cus-
tomer resource management and other pieces.

Now, any existing policy can be migrated to
the new system by first converting it to the
ACORD XML model. This common informa-
tion model contained within ACORD allows
the policy information to be reusable in differ-
ent formats, and in different projects.

Indeed, ACORD has helped in the post-
migration world as well. The firm can now
easily exchange information with agents and
other business partners and track compli-
ance information for various regulatory
agencies. ACORD XML also helps with
policy administration and customer resource
management.

GETTING STARTED

Think of this as essentially a three-step
process. First is to adopt an industry-specific
XML vocabulary such as ACORD or RIXML.
Read trade journals to find out which XML
schema and vocabularies are most important
to your particular vertical market. As you do
the research, involve your IT colleagues and
business users in the decision about which
XML vocabulary you will work with. Find out
what your customers, suppliers and partners
are doing. Download the specification and
spend some time getting to know and under-
stand it.

The second step is to map your corporate
information to the new XML model—to
find out what data you’re already collecting
and what you might need to change about
your data or processes so that it best match-
es the XML model. “Most of the time there
won’t be an exact match,” says Ron
Schmeltzer, an analyst with ZapThink LLC,
a Web services consultancy in Waltham,
Mass. “Sometimes you’ll decide you can
live without a certain aspect of the spec, or
sometimes you want something that the

XML model doesn’t have. But you always
need to do this mapping exercise.”

The third step is to convert your existing
information into XML by means of a tool.
That tool can then, ideally, translate the XML-
based data into many other different formats
and then help information make the “return
trip” back from the source, into XML if
needed, and then into the mainframe or other
system on the back end.

It’s important to recognize that while
XML isn’t new, some in your shop may not
understand why it represents such an oppor-
tunity. So you may be called on to do some
education about the business benefits as
well as how the technology works. Some of
the leading companies even have an XML
evangelist to help educate and train; this
person generally reports into the data archi-
tecture team.

Kimberly Harris, an analyst at the Gartner
Group specializing in the insurance industry,
lays out the benefits of an XML approach as
outlined by the insurance firms themselves.
“Every year we survey insurance companies to
see how many are measuring and proving
some kind of ROI” related to their use of
XML, she says.

While the notion of measuring the ROI of
XML-related initiatives is pretty new, Harris
says that the results are positive so far. As you
might expect, different types of insurers iden-
tify different business benefits of XML.
Within the property and casualty group, the
largest XML benefit is speed of information
exchange. For life and health firms, it’s ease of
application integration. Both groups identify
cost savings as the least important issue; the
use of XML is more about customer service
and straight-through processing to reduce
human error and the time it takes to process
claims, among many other things.

Harris identifies a couple of interesting and
important trends to consider. First, the biggest
benefit of XML is achieved with enterprise-
wide use of the technology. Having XML in a
maverick group isn’t enough; it needs to be a
format that’s incorporated in all the major
corporate applications. That requires the buy-
in of the CIO and the person who heads up
data architecture, and it brings up the usual
data-related issues of who owns what and
where the major XML initiatives sit within a
company’s structure.

Indeed, virtually all the largest insurers—
and a fair number of the middle-tier ones—
are already using XML in some way, which
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brings up some of the other issues that Harris
talks about.

The discussions at most shops are around
where to go next with the technology, which
version of an industry-standard XML vocabu-
lary to support—the latest and greatest or
some earlier version—how to build or buy
whatever XML pieces are needed that aren’t
part of the industry standard, and how
involved to be in the standards-making
process overall.

Another issue Harris identifies relates to
global enterprises. Any given industry-specific
XML vocabulary is not necessarily in wide-
spread use everywhere, she says, so that factor
needs to be part of any deployment plan.

BEST PRACTICES

Not all XML tools are created equal.
Schmeltzer and Harris both warn that it’s in
your best interests to really explore a ven-
dor’s promise that it “supports” XML. The
support may exist, but it doesn’t necessarily
mean that the tool can send and receive XML
in the specific vocabulary that you’ve chosen
to use. Sometimes it’s a vendor-specific
XML version that itself needs to be translated
into the industry standard.

Other best practices include:

� Create an oversight committee to assign
leadership for XML strategy, funding
and projects, and to make sure that
XML is indeed being used consistently
throughout the company.

� Measure ROI.
� Evangelize and explain XML’s business

benefits at every opportunity—in both
IT and business circles.

� Demand that suppliers and vendors
support the XML standard you’ve chosen
to use; include the XML requirement in
all your RFPs.

� Make sure your outsourcers use the
XML standard, too, or else future
applications and information flow may
be endangered.

A general rule of thumb is that XML is far-
ther along, in terms of standardization and
adoption, in heavily regulated industries in
comparison to those that don’t have a lot of
governmental oversight. But those that aren’t
as XML-savvy can learn from those that are:
as you can see, there are many great reasons to
get started. So don’t just sit there, go out and
implement some XML!

As a founder and Vice President of Engineering at
XAware, Rohit has been instrumental in develop-
ing XAware’s Java-based product suite and is
responsible for all activities related to XAware's
product development and implementation. Rohit
has over 14 years of software development expe-
rience in enterprise client-server software develop-
ment and implementations. Rohit is a veteran of
the startup company industry and has extensive
experience heading up product development for
startup companies with two of the startup soft-
ware companies resulting in acquisition.
1 Note: because of customer confidentiality requirements, we can’t

name the companies used as examples in this article.
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