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B i t  b y  B i t
Electronic Data Interchange (EDI) and the X12 Format 
by Roy Heinz (Washington Research Library Consortium) 
and Joyce Ogburn (Yale University)

o you rem em b er w hen  you 
w ere try in g  to  buy th o se  socks, 
bu t had  to  w ait a t the  cash  re g is te r  
b ecau se  the scan n er w ould  not 
read  the b arco d e?  Y ou w o n d ered  
w hy the clerk couldn’t ju s t ring up 
the price that was clearly marked on 
the tag and take your money. W el­
come to the world o f EDI.

The c le rk  needs the co d e  b e ­
cau se  scan n in g  it sets in to  m otion  
a varie ty  o f transactions that take 
p lace  a u to m a tica lly  b eh in d  the 
scenes. The com puter to which the 
cash register is connected encodes a 
series o f short electronic messages 
which are stored, interpreted, and 
sent on to other com puters. I f  the 
socks w ere on sale, a reduced  price 
w ill be ch a rg ed . T he s to re ’s in ­
ven to ry  is im m ed ia te ly  u pdated  
and if  its  s to ck  o f  b lue  socks is 
su ffic ie n tly  d ep le ted  an o rd e r fo r 
m ore w ill go to  the  w areh o u se . A 
co m p u te r at the w areh o u se  w ill 
re sp o n d  tha t m ore socks w ill a r­
rive  at the s to re  by next M onday  
on sh ip m en t #42  in box #4797 . 
ED I no t on ly  e lim in a te s  a lo t o f  
pap er shuffling, it also speeds up 
processing, makes errors less likely, 
and elim inates the need to rekey data.

Since the mid-1970s this type of 
electronic data transfer has become 
rou tine  in a v a rie ty  o f  in d u strie s  
such as tra n sp o rta tio n , g ro cery , 
b an k in g , re ta il, h ea lth  ca re  and 
p u b lis h in g . T h e se  b u s in e s se s  
have d ev e lo p ed  a varie ty  o f  “ s tan ­
d a rd s” fo r ED I and m ost o f  th ese  
w ere in co m p a tib le  in th e ir  tra n s ­
m ission  fo rm a ts . In 1979, the 
A m e r ic a n  N a tio n a l  S ta n d a rd s  
I n s t i tu te ’s (A N S I) A c c re d ite d  
S tan d ard s C o m m ittee  (A C S) b e ­
gan to  develop uniform, inter-indus­
try applications, order placement, ship­
ping and receiving. This EDI standard 
is known as X 12 and is meant to super­
sede previous standards with a more 
concise and v e rsa tile  fo rm at tha t 
can  be used  by all in d u strie s .

An ex am p le  from  p u b lish in g  is 
the  B ook In d u stry  S tudy  G ro u p ’s 
EDI fo rm at d esig n ed  in the 1970s 
by the B ook In d u stry  S y stem s 
A d v iso ry  C o m m ittee  (B IS A C ). 
T he o rig in a l B ISA C  s tan d ard  w as 
fix ed -fo rm a t and req u ired  one or 
m ore 8 0 -c h a ra c te r  p ack ets  o f  data  
per tran sa c tio n  to  be sen t o v er the 
p h o n e  lin e s  fro m  c o m p u te r  to 
co m p u ter. By ad o p tin g  the X 12 
fo rm a t B ISA C  can  use a v ariab le  
length  tran sac tio n  reco rd  and send 
ju s t  the rig h t am oun t o f  da ta  fa s te r 
and  thus d ec rea se  te le c o m m u n i­
ca tio n  co sts . U sing  X 12 w ill a lso  
a llo w  E D I c o m m u n ic a tio n  b e ­
tw een  in d u stries , so tha t B. D alton 
b o o k s to re s  co u ld  o rd e r s tu ffed  
an im als  o r m iniature reading lamps 
from the retail industry and K-Mart 
could order paperback books from 
publishers or wholesalers.

It w ould  be in e ff ic ien t and e x ­
p en siv e  to  have p erm an en t phone 
links betw een  every  p u b lish e r and 
ev ery  b o o k sto re , so a nu m b er o f

th ird-party , value added networks 
(VANs) have com e into being which 
are like post offices. They are “gate­
ways” that can receive, store and 
forward EDI data among various trad­
ing partners. These V AN s can  also  
tran s la te  d a ta  b e tw een  s tan d ard s , 
and can au th en tica te  and  en c ry p t 
m essages.

T h ere  are a lread y  p ilo t p ro jec ts  
in v e s tig a tin g  X 12 c o m m u n ic a ­
tio n s  b etw een  lib ra rie s  and b o o k ­
se lle rs . An ex am p le  is the an ­
n o u n cem en t las t Ju ly  by N O TIS 
S ystem s, Inc. o f  two EDI projects. 
One is a jo in t effort with Blackwell 
North Am erica to transfer book or­
ders using the X12 standard. In a 
second project, NOTIS, the U niver­
sity o f M innesota and Faxon are ex­
perim enting with the X 12 format to 
transmit serials’ c la im  in fo rm atio n . 
I f  th ese  p ilo t p ro jec ts  are su c ­
cessfu l and p ro v e  to  be ec o n o m i­
ca lly  feasible, you should expect to 
see much more news about EDI activ­
ity in large libraries in 1992. *




