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Chapter XIV

Reference Model
Management

Oliver Thomas, Institute for Information Systems (IWi) at the German Research
Center for Atrtificial Intelligence (DFKI), Saarbriicken, Germany

Abstract

Reference modeling is located in a field of conflict between research and practice. Despite
the array of theoretical concepts, there is still a deficit in knowledge about the use and
problems inherent in the implementation of reference models. Accordingly, in the past years
the supply-sided development of reference models predominant in the science world has
distanced itself from their demand-sided use in business and administration. This contri-
bution will analyze the causes of these problems and present a solution in the form of an
integrative approach to computer-supported management of reference models. The task to
be carried out with this solution approach will be concretized using data structures and a
system architecture and then prototypically implemented in the form of a reference model
management system.
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Introduction

Business Process Modeling and Reference Modeling

The central idea in reference modeling is the reutilization of the business knowledge con-
tained in reference models for the construction of specific information models (Hars, 1994;
Scheer, 1994b; Schiitte, 1998; vom Brocke, 2003; Becker & Schiitte, 2004; Fettke & Loos,
2004; Thomas, 2006a). Reference models provide companies with an initial solution for the
design of organization and application systems. The possibility of orienting oneself with
the specialized content in a reference model can, on the one hand, decisively save time and
costs for the model user and, on the other, can increase a model’s quality because reference
models present general recommendations for the subject area under analysis.

Towards the end of the 1990s, a certain “reference modeling euphoria” could be detected
which could be attributed to the strong influence of process-oriented paradigms, such as
business process reengineering (Hammer & Champy, 1993) or continuous process improve-
ment (Robson, 1991). However, while process consulting and, especially, software tools for
business process modeling established themselves as a separate market segment (Gartner
Inc., 1996), a development in the opposite direction can be observed for reference model-
ing—despite the often mentioned close connection to business process modeling.

Today, the systematic development of reference models is seldom seen in practice. Reference
models are rarely oriented towards customer segments or enterprise processes. The potential
for improvements which result from the enterprise-specific adaptation of reference models
is usually not consequently integrated into them. Modeling tool providers are discontinu-
ing modeling projects due to restrictions in time, personnel and finances. Few reference
models exist on the basis of a modeling method which offers comprehensive support for
model adaptation—the few exceptions here are the reference models from some providers
of ERP systems.

Reference modeling as a field of research in the information systems discipline finds itself
conflicted between theory and practice. This field of conflict is characterized by the fact
that the theoretic foundation of reference modeling propagated by researchers is rarely
consistent with the pragmatic simplicity of reference models and the manageability of their
enterprise-specific adaptation called for in business practice. This discrepancy can, for the
most part, be ascribed to the problems discussed below.

Problems in Reference Modeling

Research Diversity

The number of scientific contributions on the topic of reference modeling has multiplied
in the last few years. From the contextual perspective, works come to the fore which sup-
port the development of reference models for branches of trade not considered up to now,
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