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Guidelines on Data Definitions 
 
A well-written definition should explicitly describe and explain the meaning of the 
business term or data element. As the definition provides the context for which business 
is being conducted, each data element definition should consist of certain components 
and characteristics.  
 
Definition Structure 
Meaning nuances often occur based upon context, it is important to clearly describe the 
concept/term, providing as much information as possible to limit such occurrences. A 
well-written definition should incorporate at least 2 of the following 
components as part of the definition text: 
 

 Broader Term – a general class to which a concept/term belongs, often this is 
implied. To better explain this concept, consider an “IS A” relationship. For 
example, “A school is an organization”. 

 
 Distinguishing Characteristics – the pertinent attributes with specific values of the 

term. To better explain this concept, consider a “HAS A” relationship. For 
example, “A school has an academic program”. 

 
 Function Qualifier – how the concept/term being defined is used, usually involves 

verbs. To better explain this concept, consider a “USED FOR” relationship. For 
example, “A school is used for educating students”. 

 
An example of a good definition using the above components: 

“A school is a learning organization that has one or more academic programs used 
for educating students”. 
 
Broader Term: learning organization 
Distinguishing Characteristic: one or more academic programs 
Function Qualifier: used for educating 

 
 
In the creation of a data dictionary or glossary of terms, additional information may be 
incorporated into the entry for clarity. 
 

 Related Term – a term that has relevance to the concept/term being defined but 
not a synonym 

 
 Synonyms – terms that mean nearly the same as the concept/term being 

defined. 
 
 Examples and usage – an instance of the concept/term as it is seen in everyday 

life. 
 
 Source – where the definition of the concept/term came from (originated). 

 
 Replaced By – a newer term, that has a similar meaning as the concept/term 

being defined, which would indicate the term being defined is not in common 
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usage. This can also be noted as a Synonym but may be helpful in the case of 
migration or reverse engineering.  

 
 Approval – information about when the concept/term definition was approved, by 

whom, etc. 
 
 

Definition Requirements 
Understanding that the context in which the data is used is a key factor in defining data 
elements, generally, when composing a data element definition, each definition should 
have the following characteristics: 
 

 Unique - A definition should be unique and distinguishable from every other 
data element definition. 
 

 Clear – A data definition should be precise, concise, and unambiguous. The 
definition should be clear enough to allow only one possible interpretation. 

 
 Singular - The data definition should be expressed in the singular. 
 
 Positive - The definition should be expressed as what it is, limit any 

emphasis on what it is not. 
 
 Specific Concept - The definition should include the essential meaning or 

primary characteristics of the concept. 
 
 Defined with Commonly Understood Abbreviations - The definition should 

only use abbreviations when necessary and the abbreviation must be 
commonly understood. 

 
 Primary Definition - The definition should not contain any embedded 

definitions or underlying concepts of other data elements/terms/concepts. 
 

 Expressed without rationale, functional usage, domain information or 
procedural information – The definition should not include statements about 
why and how a data element is used. 
 

 Defined without circular reasoning – The definition should not be defined in 
terms of another data element. 

 
 
 
The material in this document is adapted from Defining The Data: Constructing 
a well-written data element definition. 
(http://www.pesc.org/library/docs/standards/Policies%20and%20Procedures/DataElementDefinitions.doc) 


