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MODEL-DRIVEN USER INTERVIEW 

[0001] This patent application claims priority from the 
following patent application, which is hereby incorporated 
by reference: US. Provisional Patent Application Ser. No. 
60/630,812, ?led on Nov. 23, 2004, entitled “Model-Driven 
Tax Application Framewor .” 

BACKGROUND 

[0002] The present invention relates to software that 
includes a user interview. 

[0003] Filling out forms is a common activity in modern 
times. Some forms are simple and straightforward, while 
others are complex and dif?cult to understand. Over the 
years, software has been created to help people ?ll out 
forms. One type of software obtains, from a user, informa 
tion that is needed to ?ll out a form. For example, software 
can “interview” a user by prompting the user to enter 
information. This information can then be processed in order 
to determine how the form should be ?lled out. Such 
software has been created to assist with completion of forms 
used in ?elds such as ?nance and law. 

SUMMARY 

[0004] A framework is presented that can be used to create 
and execute software that includes a user interview. In one 
embodiment, the software is ?nancial in nature and can be 
used, e.g., for tax, accounting, or ?nancial management. The 
interview collects information that can be used, for example, 
to ?ll out a form or generate a document. The interview is 
dynamic, in that it can vary from user to user and from one 
moment to the next, depending on information that has been 
gathered so far. 

[0005] The framework includes various run-time engines 
and a data repository. Together, the run-time engines execute 
a software application, which includes a user interview, 
based on the contents of the data repository. 

[0006] The data repository includes model information 
and interview instructions. The model is con?gured to store 
any type of information that has ?nancial implications, such 
as personal information (e.g., date of birth, marital status), 
employment information (e.g., salary, bene?ts), account 
balances for any type of ?nancial account, and ?nancial 
transactions. In one embodiment, the model information 
includes a meta-model, a data model, and an instantiated 
model. The meta-model de?nes four types of elements: 
entities (persons, places, or things), relations (associations 
between entities), rules (restrictions placed on entities or 
relations), and events (change state of entities and relation 
ships). The data model includes specialiZed versions of these 
elements, such as specialiZed entities (e.g., a person or 
business), specialiZed relations (e.g., marriage or employ 
ment), specialiZed rules (e.g., regarding whether a person 
can legally work), and specialiZed events (e.g., marriage or 
starting a job). 

[0007] The meta-model and the data model are abstract, in 
that they do not include data speci?c to a particular entity 
(e.g., a user). For a given ?nancial application, an instanti 
ated data model is created from the data model, which 
includes one or more instantiated elements (elements that 
have a value for one or more attributes). An instantiated 
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element represents a “real-life” phenomenon, although the 
phenomenon can be real or hypothetical. 

[0008] The interview instructions specify how to obtain 
information from a user to create or modify the instantiated 
data model. In one embodiment, the interview instructions 
include ?ow control information, prompts, and user inter 
face (U I) information. The ?ow control information controls 
the ?ow of an interview. In one embodiment, the ?ow is 
based on the data model. If a specialiZed entity is viewed as 
a node and a specialiZed relation is viewed as an edge, a set 
of interconnected entities and relations can be interpreted as 
a graph. In one embodiment, the interview ?ow corresponds 
to how this graph is traversed, from node to edge and vice 
versa. 

[0009] The prompts include prompts (e.g., questions) to 
present to a user during the interview process. A prompt 
elicits information that can be used to discover or explore a 
data model element, such as a specialiZed entity or relation. 
In one embodiment, each element in the data model has 
three types of prompts associated with it: AskExist, AskDe 
tail, and AskChange. 

[0010] The UI information speci?es the user interface for 
the application. In one embodiment, the UI information 
speci?es how a prompt is presented and/or how a user 
responds to a prompt. In one embodiment, each element in 
the data model has one or more associated UIs, which the 
user uses to input requested information. 

[0011] The run-time engines include an interview driver. 
The interview driver executes an application, which includes 
a user interview, based on the contents of the data repository. 
The interview driver generates or modi?es an instantiated 
model by using the interview instructions to obtain infor 
mation from a user. Speci?cally, the interview driver 
executes an interview sequence based on the instantiated 
model and the ?ow control information. The interview 
driver uses the prompts and the UI information to present a 
prompt to and receive input from the user. The interview 
driver uses the input information to create or modify the 
instantiated model (e.g., by creating a new element or by 
modifying or removing an existing element). 

[0012] Once an instantiated model has been created, it can 
be used to generate an instantiated application-speci?c 
model, such as for personal income tax. The instantiated 
application-speci?c model can then be used to generate an 
application-speci?c document, such as a tax form. Since the 
application is executed based on the contents of the reposi 
tory, the application can be modi?ed by changing the 
contents of the repository. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0013] FIG. 1 illustrates a block diagram of a framework 
that can be used to create and execute software that includes 
a user interview, according to one embodiment of the 
invention. 

[0014] FIG. 2 illustrates a ?owchart of a method for 
generating an instantiated model, according to one embodi 
ment of the invention. 

[0015] FIGS. 3A and 3B illustrate a ?owchart of a method 
for revising an instantiated model, according to one embodi 
ment of the invention. 
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[0016] FIG. 4 illustrates a ?ow chart of how some of the 
components in FIG. 1 can be used, according to one 
embodiment of the invention. 

[0017] FIG. 5 illustrates a user interface of a visual 
modeler, according to one embodiment of the invention. 

[0018] FIG. 6 illustrates a user interface of an interview 
?ow designer, according to one embodiment of the inven 
tion. 

[0019] FIG. 7 illustrates a user interface of a UI compo 
nent designer, according to one embodiment of the inven 
tion. 

[0020] FIG. 8 illustrates a user interface of a model 
mapper, according to one embodiment of the invention. 

[0021] FIG. 9 illustrates a table of specialized entities and 
their characteristics, according to one embodiment of the 
invention. 

[0022] FIG. 10 illustrates a table of specialiZed relations 
and their characteristics, according to one embodiment of 
the invention. 

[0023] FIG. 11 illustrates an entity-relationship diagram 
that represents a data model, according to one embodiment 
of the invention. 

[0024] FIG. 12 illustrates a table of specialiZed events and 
their characteristics, according to one embodiment of the 
invention. 

[0025] FIG. 13 illustrates a block diagram of information 
regarding a Spouse relation, according to one embodiment 
of the invention. 

[0026] FIG. 14 illustrates a block diagram of information 
regarding a WorkFor relation, according to one embodiment 
of the invention. 

[0027] FIG. 15 illustrates a Uni?ed Modeling Language 
(UML) diagram that represents a data model, according to 
one embodiment of the invention. 

[0028] One skilled in the art will readily recogniZe from 
the following discussion that alternative embodiments of the 
structures and methods illustrated herein may be employed 
without departing from the principles of the invention 
described herein. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

[0029] The embodiments described below address ?nan 
cial software that “interviews” a user (i.e., prompts a user for 
information). However, the invention can be used in con 
junction with any type of software that includes a user 
interview. This software can be used in such diverse ?elds 
as, for example, law (e.g., court documents) and legal 
compliance (e.g., local, state, and federal government ?l 
ings). 

[0030] In addition, while the invention can be used in 
conjunction with any type of ?nancial software (e.g., tax, 
accounting, and ?nancial management), the embodiments 
described below address tax software in particular. Speci? 
cally, systems and methods for tax software that includes a 
user interview are described. 
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Framework to Create Software that Includes a User Inter 
view 

[0031] According to one embodiment of the invention, a 
framework is used to create and execute software that 
includes a user interview. The interview collects information 
that can be used, for example, to ?ll out a form or generate 
a document. The interview is dynamic, in that it can vary 
from user to user and from one moment to the next, 
depending on information that has been gathered so far. 

[0032] One variable aspect of the interview is its “?ow” 
(sequence or logic), which represents which information is 
sought and in what order. Another variable aspect of the 
interview is how the user is prompted for information (e.g., 
which questions are asked). 

[0033] FIG. 1 illustrates a block diagram of a framework 
that can be used to create and execute software that includes 
a user interview, according to one embodiment of the 
invention. Here, the framework 100 includes a data reposi 
tory 105 and run-time engines 110. The data repository 105 
includes model information 120 and interview instructions 
125. 

[0034] The model information 120 includes a meta-model 
121, a data model 122, and an instantiated model 123. The 
meta-model 121 includes four types of elements (entities, 
relations, rules, and events) that can store information with 
?nancial implications. An entity represents a person, place, 
or thing; a relation represents an association between enti 
ties; a rule represents a restriction placed on an entity or 
relation; and an event signals a change in an element. The 
data model 122 includes specialiZed versions of these ele 
ments, where each specialiZed element has various 
attributes, each of which can be assigned a particular value. 
The instantiated model 123 includes one or more instantia 
tions of the elements in the data model 122, where an 
instantiation is an element that contains a value for one or 

more of its attributes. In one embodiment, the model infor 
mation 120, including the meta-model 121, data model 122, 
and instantiated model 123, is expressed using eXtensible 
Markup Language (XML). The model information 120 is 
further described below in the section entitled “Example: 
Financial Software,” according to one embodiment of the 
invention. 

[0035] The interview instructions 125 specify how to 
obtain information from a user. In one embodiment, the 
interview instructions 125 include ?ow control information 
126, prompts 127, and user interface (UI) information 128. 

[0036] The ?ow control information 126 controls the ?ow 
of an interview. In one embodiment, the ?ow is based on the 
data model 122. If a (specialiZed) entity is viewed as a node 
and a (specialiZed) relation is viewed as an edge, a set of 
interconnected entities and relations can be interpreted as a 
graph. In one embodiment, the ?ow corresponds to how this 
graph is traversed, from node to edge and vice versa. 

[0037] The interview process can include, for example, 
two phases for each specialiZed element in the graph. The 
?rst phase, discovery, comprises determining whether the 
element exists. The second phase, exploration, comprises 
determining information about the element. Each of these 
determinations can be made based on, for example, infor 
mation received from a user or information inferred from 

other information, as explained below. 
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[0038] In one embodiment, the How control information 
126 speci?es the order in Which specialized elements should 
be discovered and/or explored. In one embodiment, the 
order of discovery and/or exploration can be controlled in 
three different Ways. A ?rst Way is via a pre-de?ned 
sequence. One example of a pre-de?ned sequence is to start 
at the main Person entity, then discover his Residence entity 
(if any), then his Spouse relation (if any), then his WorkFor 
relation (if any), etc. Another example of a pre-de?ned 
sequence is to start at the main Person entity, then discover 
his WorkFor relation, then the associated Business entity, 
etc. 

[0039] A second Way to control the How is via a set of rules 
or heuristics. One example of a heuristic is to discover a 
Spouse relation before discovering a WorkFor relation. 
Another example of a heuristic is to discover an entity before 
a relation. Yet another example is to discover all of the 
relations connected to a particular entity before exploring 
any of the relations in depth. A heuristic can be thought of 
as a partial ordering of the elements of a data model. For 
example, a heuristic that speci?es an ordering betWeen 
entities does not address ordering betWeen relations or 
betWeen a relation and an entity. 

[0040] In one embodiment, data model elements are orga 
niZed into groups, and a heuristic orders elements based on 
their groups. For example, the “Personal Information” group 
includes Person entities, Business entities, and Residence 
entities. The “Things You OWn” group includes entities 
derived from the Asset entity, such as Building Asset entities 
and Vehicle Asset entities. The “Things You OWe” group 
includes entities derived from the Liability entity, such as 
Mortgage Liability entities and Equity Loan Liability enti 
ties. The “Others” group includes the remaining entities of 
the data model. 

[0041] Possible heuristics can include, for example: dis 
covering “Personal Information” entities before “Things 
You OWn” entities; discovering “Personal Information” enti 
ties before “Things You OWe” entities; discovering “Things 
You OWn” entities before “Others” entities; and discovering 
“Things You OWe” entities before “Others” entities. These 
four heuristics act as a partial ordering of all entities in the 
data model. (The ordering is not complete because no 
heuristic addresses both “Things You OWn” entities and 
“Things You OWe” entities.) While the above heuristics 
address discovery, a heuristic can also be used for explora 
tion (e.g., to determine Whether an element should be 
explored immediately or deferred until later). 

[0042] In one embodiment, the How control information 
126 speci?es Whether a specialiZed element that has been 
discovered is explored immediately or is deferred until later. 
For example, an application traverses an instantiated model 
123 graph and discovers an element, such as a specialiZed 
entity or relation. The application can explore (determine 
information about) the element either immediately or at a 
later time. For example, one type of How discovers all of the 
relations connected to a particular entity before exploring 
any of the relations in depth. In this embodiment, explora 
tion of a relation is deferred until all of the relations 
(connected to a particular entity) have been discovered. 

[0043] For example, more generally, an application 
traverses an instantiated model 123 graph and encounters an 
element, such as an entity (node) or a relation (edge). The 
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application checks Which elements (if any) it has discovered 
but not explored. If a heuristic exists that gives higher 
priority to a previously-discovered but as-yet unexplored 
element (e.g., based on their groups), then exploration of the 
current element is deferred. 

[0044] A third Way to control the How is via a generic 
graph-search algorithm, such as depth-?rst, breadth-?rst, 
branch-and-bound, beam, or random. One example of a 
breadth-?rst algorithm is to start at the main Person entity 
and then discover all of his connected relations before 
discovering any entities associated With the relations. (Dis 
covering an entity associated With a relation before having 
discovered all relations Would be an example of searching 
the depth of the graph.) 

[0045] Note that since the pre-de?ned sequence discusses 
particular specialiZed elements, its operation is limited to an 
application using a particular data model 122. Since a 
generic graph-search algorithm operates independently of 
the data model 122, it can be used to control the How of any 
application that uses any data model 122. Also, note that the 
above methods of How control can be used in combination. 
For example, a discovery decision can be made based on a 
heuristic. HoWever, if no heuristic applies to the particular 
situation, a pre-de?ned sequence or generic graph-search 
algorithm can be used instead. 

[0046] In another embodiment, the How control informa 
tion 126 includes Which type of prompt should be presented 
at each node (entity) or edge (relation) as it is being 
traversed (e. g., discovered or explored). In one embodiment, 
each element in the data model 122 has three types of 
prompts associated With it. The ?rst type (“AskExist”) elicits 
information that can be used to “discover” the specialiZed 
element (i.e., determine Whether the specialiZed element 
exists). The second type (“AskDetail”) elicits information 
that can be used to “explore” the specialiZed element (e.g., 
instantiate it by assigning a value to one or more of its 
attributes). The third type (“AskChange”) elicits information 
regarding a possible change in the specialiZed element. 
Since an event can change a specialiZed element, an 
AskChange prompt sometimes elicits information that can 
be used to discover or explore a specialiZed event. 

[0047] Consider a Spouse relation, Which associates tWo 
Person entities. An AskExist prompt could be “Are you 
married?” or “Are you single?”. AnAskDetail prompt could 
be “Tell us more about your marriage” or “Describe your 
Wedding.” An AskChange prompt could be “Has there been 
any change in your marital status since 1/1/2005?” or “Did 
you get married in 2005?”. 

[0048] In one embodiment, for an existing entity or rela 
tion, one of tWo prompts could be presented: 1) an 
AskChange prompt about the entity or relation or 2) an 
AskExist prompt about a specialiZed event that Would 
change (or remove) that entity or relation. For a non-existing 
entity or relation, one of tWo prompts could be presented: 1) 
an AskExist prompt about the entity or relation or 2) an 
AskExist prompt about a specialiZed event that Would create 
that entity or relation. 

[0049] At run-time, the intervieW driver 135 can access the 
How control information 126 to determine, for example, 
Which element to discover or explore next and/ or Which type 
of prompt to present. The How control information 126 can 




























