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AbstractAbstractAbstractAbstract    
As companies increasingly partner and syndicate their content to other 
locations, the need to locate, reuse, and repurpose content in different 
forms and in real-time is becoming increasingly important. Today, 
repurposing consists mostly of cutting and pasting different content 
components. This simplistic mechanism has been the main way of 
accomplishing this goal not out of efficiency but out of necessity – there 
simply are no reliable ways to automatically retrieve, aggregate, and 
reuse similar types of content. One of the efforts to solve these 
publishing issues is the Publishing Requirements for Industry Standard 
Metadata (PRISM) Working Group, which seeks to provide an extensible 
XML metadata standard for syndicating, aggregating, post-processing 
and multi-purposing content in both traditional and electronic publishing 
contexts. 
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Providing Metadata for the Publishing IndustryProviding Metadata for the Publishing IndustryProviding Metadata for the Publishing IndustryProviding Metadata for the Publishing Industry    
 

While online publishing is relatively new industry, the paper publishing industry is quite old. In 
the Western civilization it goes back hundreds of years. In Eastern cultures, it goes back 
thousands of years. In all these years, many of the problems of publishing remain. How do you 
simplify, automate, and make reusable publishing elements? Furthermore, as publishing 
technology has advanced from print forms to electronic, portable, and dynamic forms, new 
challenges have arisen for content providers to capture, manipulate, combine, and re-express 
content for these different forms without requiring labor-intensive processes. In the process of 
performing all these tasks, these publishers also have to maintain the same high aesthetic 
quality and logical context between these different media forms.  

 
As companies increasingly partner and syndicate their content to other locations, the need to 
locate, reuse, and repurpose content in different forms and in real-time is becoming 
increasingly important. Today, repurposing consists mostly of cutting and pasting different 
content components. This simplistic mechanism has been the main way of accomplishing this 
goal not out of efficiency but out of necessity – there simply are no reliable ways to 
automatically retrieve, aggregate, and reuse similar types of content. Much of the blame for 
this lies in the lack of agreement and standards on how to describe and segment content for 
the purpose of reuse and aggregation.  
 
However, even with efficient technology for content aggregation, syndicating this content to 
external sources and parties is a challenge due to insufficient means to specify and describe 
data so the workflow can be more fully automated. And even if agreement on metadata and 
workflow is achieved, the digital assets that are being distributed contain intellectual property 
and rights that need to be maintained across the entire syndication network. Also, many of 
these content pieces need to somehow be linked together. Stories on one topic, such as 
“dresses” should relate to other stories on “apparel”. Not only do we need to link related 
content items, but also content dependencies such as images, audio, and multimedia clips 
that may “belong” to a particular content item or be related to multiple such items. What is 
clearly needed is an electronic package that stipulates not only what content is contained 
within, but also what rights are applicable to its use, storage, and distribution.  

 
Obviously, we can use XML to solve many of these problems. But, XML in and of itself won’t 
help in standardization. What is needed is an accepted means for using XML to solve these 
publishing-related issues. As a result, a number of initiatives have been formed to solve these 
problems by defining industry “standard” XML metadata elements and accepted usage 
methods. 
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The PRISM Specification: An OverviewThe PRISM Specification: An OverviewThe PRISM Specification: An OverviewThe PRISM Specification: An Overview    
 

One of the efforts to solve these publishing issues is the Publishing Requirements for Industry 
Standard Metadata (PRISM) specification, which seeks to provide an extensible XML 
metadata standard for syndicating, aggregating, post-processing and multi-purposing content 
in both traditional and electronic publishing contexts. In essence, the PRISM specification 
forms a framework for the interchange and preservation of content and metadata using a 
specified vocabulary for describing the exchanged content.  
 
Not standing alone, the PRISM specification makes use of XML, the Resource Description 
Framework (RDF), the Dublin Core, and a number of ISO specifications for existing vocabulary 
and format definitions. In addition to those specifications, PRISM recommends a collection of 
elements to describe content, XML namespaces, and acceptable parameters for values.  

 
To clarify the above, PRISM documents are wholly composed in XML, taking advantage of XML 
Namespaces and possibly other XML-related technologies such as XML Schema. PRISM uses 
a simplified profile of RDF for its metadata framework so that RDF-compliant tools can 
process PRISM messages. Finally, the Dublin Core Metadata Initiative (DCMI) serves as the 
basis for PRISM’s metadata vocabulary by describing electronic resources in a manner similar 
to a library card catalog.  

 
While specifying the elements required for a standards-based exchange of documents, PRISM 
didn’t seek to be “complete” in their implementation. For example, they didn’t create a 
general-purpose rights language for use by multiple industries and in multiple scenarios. 
Rather, the group described the elements needed for the most common cases for their 
specific usage cases. In this way, the specification serves as a directly implementable chunk 
of technology for the publishing industry.  

 
PRISM Specification FeaturesPRISM Specification FeaturesPRISM Specification FeaturesPRISM Specification Features    
 

The metadata defined by PRISM falls into the following categories: 
 

• General-purpose descriptions of content resources 
• Specification of relationships between resources 
• Definition of intellectual and digital property rights and permissions 
• Operational and inline metadata  

 
Content, as defined in the PRISM specification describes a resource or a collection of 
resources that is produced by a Content Provider (publisher, business, portal site, person or 
entity making content available in any medium). A resource is any text, graphics, sound, video 
or anything else that can be identified with a URI or other identification scheme. 
   
Although the PRISM specification contains a large number of elements and controlled 
vocabulary terms, most of them are optional. This allows for the widest possible adoption 
base while providing guidance for usage. PRISM documents also use the XML Namespace 
mechanism as its primary extension mechanism, since any PRISM-compliant applications 
must not throw an exception or error if they encounter unknown elements or attributes.  
 
PRISM documents can be stand-alone XML documents or be embedded within other XML 
documents. Since PRISM descriptions are compliant with the RDF constraints on the XML 
syntax, they all begin with the rdf:RDF element and follow case conventions adopted in the 
RDF specification. PRISM requires that resources have unique identifiers, which can be URIs 
for Internet resources or other identifiers such as ISBN numbers or system-specific identifiers. 
PRISM also uses the convention of placing property values that are URI references in the 
rdf:resource attribute to allow automated systems to easily determine when a property value 
is a URI reference. 
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Controlled vocabulary elements are specified within the Prism Controlled Vocabulary (PCV) 
namespace. The PCV namespace also includes other elements so it can represent basic 
hierarchical taxonomies, but is not intended to be a complete namespace for the 
development, representation, and maintenance of taxonomies and other forms of controlled 
vocabularies.  
 
PRISM defines a number of elements to express relations between resources. Since different 
kinds of information are frequently grouped together, resource typing is indicated through the 
use of MIME types, information on the category of content, and information on the type of 
presentation used in a resource is indicated by the dc:type element.  
 
To address the serious concerns of content producers and their needs to describe the rights 
and permissions granted to receivers of content, the PRISM specification provides two 
namespaces. One namespace is used for commonly used rights elements, and the second is 
used to define elements in the PRISM Rights Language (PRL). While there is currently a lot of 
work going on to promote the Extensible Rights Markup Language (XrML) as the DRM 
language of choice, the PRISM focused on specifying a small set of elements that would 
encode the most common rights information to serve as an interim measure for interoperable 
exchange of rights information. 
 
To do this, the PRISM rights language assumes that the sender and receiver of content have 
an existing relationship. PRL assumes that its purpose is to reduce the costs of conformance 
to that relationship. The working group explicitly rejected imposing any requirements on 
enforcing trusted commerce between unknown parties, but rather chose to emphasize 
reducing the cost of compliance in common situations. The most commonly used fields for 
rights management were included in PRL, while other more complicated functions were left 
off.  
 

Typical PRISM Usage ScenarioTypical PRISM Usage ScenarioTypical PRISM Usage ScenarioTypical PRISM Usage Scenario    
 
In an example that is promoted by PRISM, a particular publication has a business relationship 
with a portal web site. News and content items from the publisher are syndicated on the 
portal site where the publisher maintains sole rights to content ownership and resale. The 
publisher instantiates syndication offers in a multi-step process that first uses an automated 
script to search content metadata for items that can be syndicated. The content is then 
syndicated to subscribers, each of which populate their content management systems using 
standard metadata tags to simplify and enable proper data classification and indexing.  
 
A Sample PRISM description file is illustrated below: 

 
<?xml version=“1.0” encoding=“UTF-8”?> 
<rdf:RDF xmlns:prism=“http://prismstandard.org/1.0#” 
         xmlns:pcv=“http://prismstandard.org/namespaces/pcv/1.0/” 
         xmlns:rdf=“http://www.w3.org/1999/02/22-rdf-syntax-ns#” 
         xmlns:dc=“http://purl.org/dc/elements/1.1/”> 
  <rdf:Description rdf:about=“story.xml”> 
  <dc:subject> 
   <pcv:Descriptor 
rdf:about=“http://prismstandard.org/vocabs/NAICS/21”> 
    <pcv:vocab>North American Industrial Classification 
System</pcv:vocab> 
    <pcv:code>21</pcv:code> 
    <pcv:label>Mining</pcv:label> 
   </pcv:Descriptor> 
  </dc:subject> 
  </rdf:Description> 
</rdf:RDF> 
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Competition & AlternativesCompetition & AlternativesCompetition & AlternativesCompetition & Alternatives    
 

PRISM is not the only group working on specifying metadata and tags for encoding of 
publishing-centric content. A number of other initiatives overlap with the effort in different 
ways. As such, these other initiatives “compete” with PRISM for adoption and the various 
different groups need to come to a mutual understanding of how they need to “play” with 
each other. Even though one group may claim that the efforts do not compete, the end result 
remains to be seen in the form of adoption. As an example, the various Web Services 
specifications quickly shook out with various proposed specifications getting cast by the 
wayside while the larger, more supported standards achieved longevity. The same remains to 
be seen for the content and publishing industry standards that seem to be taking longer to 
gain adoption. 
 
The NewsML specification, and the related News Industry Text Format (NITF) DTD, proposed 
by the International Press Telecommunications Council is primarily aimed at the specification 
of news industry vocabularies, transmission of news stories, the aggregation of individual 
content elements into greater “stories”, and the automation of newswire services. There is 
some overlap between PRISM and NewsML from a standards perspective, but the differences 
mainly lie in the fact that the controlled vocabularies in PRISM aren’t targeted at the news 
industry in particular. This provides some vertical industry separation, even if many of the end 
goals of the formats overlap. PRISM claims that its format can be used within NewsML 
document, but it remains to be seen if NewsML approves of such usage. The PRISM working 
group and the IPTC are working together to see if there is a possibility to cooperate on a 
format.  
 
The Information and Content Exchange (ICE) protocol manages and automates syndication 
relationships, data transfer, and results analysis in a manner that PRISM touches on. 
However, both ICE and PRISM groups, coincidentally managed by the same IDEAlliance 
organization, are working together by agreeing that PRISM can be the content contained with 
ICE messages. Since ICE messages aren’t specifically publishing industry related, this seems 
to be a good point of cooperation. In this manner, ICE provides the protocol for syndication 
processes and PRISM provides a description of the resource being syndicated.  
 
Like ICE, RDF Site Summary (RSS) is a lightweight format for syndication and descriptive 
metadata. While RSS and PRISM share some basic syndication metadata elements, RSS is 
geared primarily at syndicating stories while PRISM is concerned with the representation of 
those stories. There is more overlap between ICE and RSS than between PRISM and RSS. 
 
The eXtensible Rights Markup Language (XrML) is an XML-based specification for Digital 
Rights Management (DRM). It is a very robust specification developed by ContentGuard that is 
a superset of the digital rights features in PRISM. In fact, one can possibly forgo all the DRM 
features in PRISM in favor of XrML. However, the choice is up to the user. Since PRISM is 
focused on basic digital rights for the publishing industry, if users want a lightweight solution 
for DRM, then the PRISM specification may be sufficient, but for more robust and distributed 
applications, XrML is more appropriate. Another decision factor is the cost of implementation, 
with XrML systems possibly costing more in software, licensing, and implementation costs. 
However, PRISM is only adequate for the basic, but most commonly used, scenarios for DRM 
protection. 
 
Finally, PRISM’s use of controlled vocabularies in some ways overlaps with the XML Topic 
Maps (XTM) initiative. XTM is an approach for representing topics, their occurrences in 
documents, and the associations between topics, albeit in a much more general fashion than 
PRISM’s use of vocabulary elements. However, since XTM is general in nature, PRISM 
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descriptions can directly cite XTM topics, as well as provide a simple mapping to XTM 
elements.  

 
Challenges & Future Trends / DirectionsChallenges & Future Trends / DirectionsChallenges & Future Trends / DirectionsChallenges & Future Trends / Directions    
 

The primary challenge with any specification or “standards” effort is adoption. This is 
especially the case with PRISM. While the specification is fairly complete and becoming more 
so with each passing quarter, the specification has yet to obtain any widespread support, 
even among its constituent working group members. As a result, the organization has shifted 
focus somewhat towards obtaining real-world implementations – a vital necessity if this 
specification is to survive. 
 
Some of the reasons for lack of widespread support is the relative immaturity and novelty that 
XML itself presents, competition from other specifications and standards efforts, apathy from 
publishers and target audience due to an unperceived need, the quality, quantity, and 
influence of its working group members, and inability to communicate a solution to a 
pressing, real-world problem. 

 
These issues need to be addressed before companies should consider wholesale investment 
in this or other similar specification efforts. A true measure of a “standard’s” ability to rest on 
its own shoulders is increasing support by newly joined members, implementations within and 
external to the core working group, a large volume of press and media coverage, a significant 
and influential member as chairperson or significant member of the working group, and the 
sense that a real problem is being solved. 

 
There are also a number of technical issues with the specification, including the use of a large 
number of optional elements, which can cause interoperability problems among different 
constituencies that interpret the specification in different ways. Another issue is that while the 
data format is specified, the transfer mechanism is not. This is not a specific issue with 
PRISM, but rather with all document-oriented formats. Organizations that wish to implement 
PRISM will also have to make a decision about transfer protocol and messaging mechanism. 
This second choice could potentially stall implementations due to the complexity and range of 
choice to be implemented. One challenge with using content by reference is its inherent 
reliance on the integrity of that URI or link. Any security, staleness, or lack of link integrity will 
present resolution problems. Finally, while the specification specifies a rights language, it 
does not specify a rights enforcement mechanism. This may be beyond the scope of the 
PRISM specification, but an implementation-focused organization should make a 
recommendation for how that portion of the specification could be implemented. 
 

Key Conclusions & Key Conclusions & Key Conclusions & Key Conclusions & RecommendationsRecommendationsRecommendationsRecommendations    
 

• PRISM represents a good first step in establishing publishing and media-centric 
specifications for interchange. 

• The specification remains troubled due to lack of overwhelming support or adoption. This 
is caused by a variety of factors including lack of influential leadership, “nibbling away” of 
the specification footprint from other specification efforts, perceived apathy by 
publishers, not enough new and influential members, insufficient implementation trials or 
pilots from working group members and users external to the organization, and an 
inability to communicate a value proposition. Companies that invest their time in this 
specification should make sure they have the ability to withstand a long ROI time window 
(12+ months) or the fact that the specification may dead-end. 

• PRISM may wish to align with a messaging effort as a recommendation to their users for 
a practical implementation. 
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About ZapThink, LLCAbout ZapThink, LLCAbout ZapThink, LLCAbout ZapThink, LLC    
 

ZapThink is an IT market intelligence firm that provides trusted advice and critical insight into 
XML, Web Services, and Service Orientation. We provide our target audience of IT vendors, 
service providers and end-users a clear roadmap for standards-based, loosely coupled 
distributed computing – a vision of IT meeting the needs of the agile business. 

ZapThink’s role is to help companies understand these IT products and services in the context 
of SOAs and the vision of Service Orientation. ZapThink provides market intelligence to IT 
vendors who offer XML and Web Services-based products to help them understand their 
competitive landscape and how to communicate their value proposition to their customers 
within the context of Service Orientation, and lay out their product roadmaps for the coming 
wave of Service Orientation. ZapThink also provides implementation intelligence to IT users 
who are seeking guidance and clarity into how to assemble the available products and 
services into a coherent roadmap to Service Orientation. Finally, ZapThink provides demand 
intelligence to IT vendors and service providers who must understand the needs of IT users as 
they follow the roadmap to Service Orientation. 

ZapThink’s senior analysts are widely regarded as the “go to analysts” for XML, Web Services, 
and SOAs by vendors, end-users, and the press. They are in great demand as speakers, and 
have presented at conferences and industry events around the world. They are among the 
most quoted industry analysts in the IT industry. 

ZapThink was founded in October 2000 and is headquartered in Waltham, Massachusetts. Its 
customers include Global 1000 firms, public sector organizations around the world, and many 
emerging businesses. ZapThink Analysts have years of experience in IT as well as research 
and analysis. Its analysts have previously been with such firms as IDC and ChannelWave, and 
have sat on the working group committees for standards bodies such as RosettaNet, UDDI, 
CPExchange, ebXML, EIDX, and CompTIA. 

Call, email, or visit the ZapThink Web site to learn more about how ZapThink can help you to 
better understand how XML and Web Services impact your business or organization. 
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