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Files, Names,  
& Standards
Please Don’t Make a 

Programmer Cry 



File Formats are Complicated



Format Specification is Hard



Are Your Formats Self-Describing?

•  Are you formats even defined at all? 
– Programmers have a lot of tools to describe 

formats, they’re called grammars & semantics

•  Where is the format “flexible?”  
– Your data is not a special snowflake. 

•  Can the format describe itself?  
– How much communication is out-of-band (i.e. 

outside the format itself)? 



Naming Is Complicated

http://genome.sph.umich.edu/wiki/Variant_Normalization





HGVS is a controversial subject in research 
genomics!  

“Multiple Names in Your Standard”
Means You Have Multiple Standards



•  Naming is Important! 
–  Inevitably, someone is going to set up a database 

and make a name into a key

•  Not All Names Are Created Equal 
normalized? 

unique? 
structured? 

•  External standards may feel like a constraint 
–  But they are a blessing in disguise.

If You Can’t Name It,  
You Don’t Know It



Standards vs. Research



What Should You Do?
1.  File Formats are not “a detail.”  
2.  It’s easy to get Naming wrong. 
3.  Standards Bodies need to include basic 

researchers as much as possible. 

How can we organize our data for both 
today and tomorrow?  



Please Don’t Make 
Your Programmers Cry


