
3 3Terminologija | 2012 | 19

Using international standards 
for terminology exchange

K L A U S - D I R K  S C H M I T Z
Cologne University of Applied Sciences

K E Y W O R D S :  terminology management, terminology exchange, standards, data categories, TBX

1 .  M OT I VAT I O N
The creation of high-quality terminology and professional terminology 

management are both time-consuming and cost-intensive activities. The 
access to and the reuse of already existing terminological resources can 
considerably reduce the effort for terminology work. These economic 
issues are in many cases the main arguments for the interest in terminol-
ogy exchange.

But there are a lot of other reasons why terminology exchange is so 
important. Translation business activities between clients, language service 
providers and freelance translators require a transfer of terminological data 
in both directions. Companies provide terminology to support translation 
projects and translators return terminological resources they have updated 
during the translation job. And the consistent use of terminology in larger 
projects with several individual translators can only be guaranteed, if all 
persons involved will have access to the same terminological data resources; 
but different terminology management tools and individually designed 
terminology databases complicate the lossless and consistent exchange of 
terminological data.

A final important scenario for the exchange of terminological data is 
the migration of terminological data collections from one system to 
another. This may be necessary if a company or freelancer changes the 
tools provider and has to convert the terminology from the old terminol-
ogy management system to the new tool, but also if terminological data 
are needed in other programs like content management systems or (rule-
based) machine translation systems.

But a simple and easy terminology exchange in all these scenarios can 
be problematic, since the technical requirements for terminology manage-
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ment (languages, data categories, data value sets) can be quite different 
depending on the needs of the respective user groups and the organiza-
tional environments.

2 .  R EQU I R EM EN T S
Exchange routines between two specific terminology databases are typi-

cally developed individually, taking into account the existing import and 
export routines and formats of the two systems involved. It is also necessary 
to know the data models and the “semantics” of the data categories of both 
systems. If data exchange is needed between more than two systems, the 
number of necessary conversion routines will increase rapidly. That is why 
there is a strong demand for standardized exchange formats, where each of 
the participating terminology management systems has to provide only a 
feature for the import of data from the standardized exchange format and 
only a feature for the export into the standard exchange format.

One of the most famous and often provided formats is CSV (comma-
separated values). This format separates information by commas or tabs and 
data records by returns or paragraph marks. Although individual data are 
usually separated from each other, the meaning and interpretation of the 
individual data is unclear and not explicitly laid down in the CSV format.

Fig. 1: Data from a MultiTerm 2011 termbase exported in CSV format

The CSV format is often used to convert data to and from Excel spread-
sheets. Sometimes you will find names of the columns specified in the 
first line of the exchange file, which allows inferences to be made about 
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the semantics of the following data. But this can only work if the structure 
of the terminological data is not too complex and if each record contains 
the same type and number of data; variable data (e.g. a different number 
of terms in several languages) will shift the columns and will make it 
impossible to interpret the data correctly.

Using markup languages such as XML (extensible markup language) 
circumvents exactly this problem. Each individual piece of information 
carries the semantic of its meaning in a so-called tag, and the grouping and 
allocation of each data item is uniquely defined by the XML structure.

Fig. 2: Data from a MultiTerm 2011 termbase exported in XML format

Figure 2 shows the beginning of the CSV exchange file of Figure 1 in 
XML format, namely in the specific MultiTerm 2011 XML format used 
for the conversion of MultiTerm databases.

3 .  SO LU T I O N
We are now not far away from achieving a well-defined standardized 

exchange format. It is only necessary to standardize the markup in the 
angle brackets, the tags and the type attributes, to provide a so-called 
“blind exchange” between terminology databases. Blind means that you 
do not need to know the structure, the data categories, and their values 
in the originating and in the target termbase. This is exactly what the 
ISO 30042:2008 standard, specifying TBX (Term Base eXchange) attempts 
to accomplish. TBX is based on ISO 16642:2003, defining a termino-
logical meta-model with several levels and structural elements for the 
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XML file, and on ISOCAT (www.isocat.org), specifying terminological 
data categories according to ISO 12620:2009. Figure 3 shows a simplified 
extract of a terminological entry in TBX representation.

Fig. 3: Simplified example of a TBX file

TBX is specified as a single international standard, but one will recognize 
when consulting the document and the ISOcat website that there exist dif-
ferent variants of TBX. The standard itself defines something like a family 
of TBX-compatible formats, where TBX-Default supports the whole set of 
terminological data categories of the TBX family and TBX-Basic only uses 
a smaller subset of data categories in order to facilitate simpler import and 
export routines for specific user groups and less complex databases.

4 .  CH A LLEN GES
Although TBX is a well-defined ISO standard, two problems have to 

be mentioned which may extremely complicate the exchange of termi-
nological data: a lacking strictness of TBX in some areas and the flexibil-
ity of modern terminology management systems.

Among others, TBX attempts to standardize the permissible instances 
of closed data categories, i.e. the values that can occur. This might 
work properly for certain data categories such as grammatical gender 
(gender = m / f / n), but is doomed to failure for a data category such 
as subject field, because there exists no (ideal) subject field classification 
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that is appropriate for all user needs and all areas of application. There-
fore, a completely “blind” data exchange using TBX cannot be guaran-
teed for all data categories, since TBX cannot specify the possible values 
for data categories such as subject field.

Terminology management system should provide import and export 
interfaces supporting the TBX standard. Some system developers state 
explicitly that their software is able to import and export files according 
to the TBX format. However, this can only be true if the terminology 
management system has a fixed predetermined entry structure with pre-
set data categories; only in this case the system developer will know the 
semantics of the data categories and can adequately represent them in 
TBX export files or interpret them in TBX import files. But if the termi-
nology management systems requires / allows that the user specifies the 
data model and the data categories according to his specific needs (e.g. 
MultiTerm), or at least modifies a preset data modelling (e.g. crossTerm, 
qTerm or TermStar), the system developer will not be able to provide a 
clean TBX interface, because he cannot know the semantics of the user-
defined data categories. To compensate cases like this, only two solutions 
(outside of TBX) are possible: either a specific mapping tool helps the user 
to map his own data categories to the standardized ISOcat categories, or 
the user creates his own terminology database on the basis of the stand-
ardized data categories in ISOcat directly from the beginning.

5 .  CO N CLU SI O N
ISO/TC37, the international technical committee for the standardiza-

tion of terminology, has developed and published several standards that 
directly relates to the exchange of terminological data (e.g. ISO 
30042:2008 for TBX). But also other TC37 standards can be used for 
the selection of terminological data categories and for modelling termi-
nology databases in order to facilitate and ensure the exchange of ter-
minological data.

Since there are fundamental problems with modern terminology man-
agement systems with respect to the support of exchange formats such as 
TBX, the exchange issue has to be taken into account when designing a 
solution for terminology management for companies and freelancers. 
Wrong decisions and mistaken selections of data categories will hinder 
future exchange of terminological data and can only be repaired with 
great effort. ISO standards such as ISO 12620:2009 and ISO 26162:2012 
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as well as the Data Category Registry (www.isocat.org) will support users 
to design professional and state-of-the-art terminology management sys-
tems allowing for standard-based terminology interchange.
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TA R P TA U T I N I Ų  S TA N D A R T Ų  N A U D O J I M A S  T E R M I N O LO G I J O S  M A I N A M S

Kruopštus terminologijos darbas ir profesionali terminijos tvarkyba įmonėms ir lais-
vai samdomiems darbuotojams yra daug laiko ir išlaidų reikalaujanti veikla. Ją gerokai 
palengvintų prieiga prie esamų terminologinių išteklių ir jų panaudojimas. Klientų, 
vertimo paslaugas teikiančių įmonių ir vertėjų bendravimui ir bendradarbiavimui rei-
kalingas duomenų perdavimas įvairiomis kryptimis. Skirtingos terminologijos tvarky-
bos sistemos ir nesuderinti, atskiri terminologinių išteklių duomenų modeliai gali 
trukdyti terminologinių duomenų mainams ar užkirsti jiems kelią.

ISO/TK37 – tarptautinis terminologijos ir kitų kalbos bei turinio išteklių standarti-
zavimo technikos komitetas – parengė ir išleido keletą standartų, skirtų terminologinių 
duomenų mainams (pvz., TBX mainų formatui skirtas ISO 30042). Pasirenkant tinka-
mas terminologinių duomenų kategorijas ir modeliuojant terminologinių duomenų 
bazes, galima remtis ir kitais ISO/TK37 standartais, kurių taikymas palengvintų termi-
nologinių duomenų importą ir eksportą iš kitų išteklių.

Straipsnyje kalbama apie bendruosius terminologinių duomenų mainų tikslus, prin-
cipus ir problemas, supažindinama su tarptautiniais standartus, skirtais veiksmingus 
duomenų mainus užtikrinančioms terminologijos tvarkybos sistemoms kurti, aiškina-
mas TBX mainų formato taikymas. 
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