
Sallie Mae: Enterprise Ontology 
 
We were retained by the leading provider of Student Loans to build an enterprise ontology. 
 
We conducted over a dozen workshops and facilitated brainstorming sessions and many 
dozen more one-on-one interviews, and reviewed reams of documentation.  In the end we 
built an Ontology that represented the complexity of their business in just over 1,000 
concepts, including classes and properties.  This is a dramatic reduction in complexity from 
the data models of the systems being used to run their business which have far in excess 
of 50,000 tables and attributes. 
 
The value of this reduction in complexity is a great strategic asset.  Going forward, it means 
that new systems built to conform to the shared model will automatically be in 
conformance with each other.  Integrating existing systems to each other can be done 
through the lens of the shared ontology, which, besides being much simpler, has the 
benefit of not being tied to legacy concepts.  This truly is building a data bridge to the 
future. 
 
One of the open questions with something as broad as an enterprise ontology is: does it 
really cover the breadth of the organization and does it have sufficiently granular data to 
represent all the details that are involved with the many applications that it represents? 
Our original test case was to be a document management system that was being 
implemented in parallel with our Ontology.  The idea was that if the tags that were going to 
be implemented in document management were aligned with the concepts in the ontology 
that primarily described data in the structured systems, it would then be possible to 
achieve one of the holy grails in this business: the integration of structured and 
unstructured data. 
 
Unfortunately, the document management project was cancelled before we could test the 
theory, but as we describe in another use case, another project came along and provided a 
different use case: use the enterprise ontology as the basis for alignment of SOA messages 
between legacy systems and a newly outsourced service. 
 
As we describe in the SOA case study, we were able to use the enterprise ontology to drive 
down to field-level detail for the SOA messages. It required about a 20% increase in the 
core ontology (mostly in creating a bit more detail for specific financial transaction codes 
and the like) and we added two other lower-level ontologies, one specifically for mapping 
to the legacy systems, and one to help describe concepts that only occur in the SOA layer 
(message headers and the like). 
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