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Cleaning Up Configuration Metadata 

 

Metadata, "data that describes your data," is the backbone of modern, data-driven 

applications. These systems are designed to minimize code changes by allowing 

business rules and logic to be configured in tables. However, this flexibility comes with a 

hidden risk. Configuration Metadata has become so sophisticated that it functions as a 

form of executable code - Metadata as Code (MaC). Consequently, it must be 

maintained, documented, and governed with the same rigor as traditional software. 

Failure to do so leads to performance degradation, increased operational risk, and the 

accumulation of Configuration Drift. 

 

The Red Herring Fallacy: Distraction and Technical Debt 

The presence of unused, obsolete, or incomplete configuration records, a logical Red 

Herring, is a costly distraction that diverts critical development resources. 

We had inherited a product driven by complex metadata. I spent two days 

reverse engineering several record types, only to discover that all but one were 

obsolete and ignored by the engine. Had the preceding team simply deleted the 

unused configuration, those two days would have been saved. 

This anecdote highlights the burden of Technical Debt. Keeping useless configuration 

around, whether it's temporary settings, partially completed development, or retired 

business logic, clogs up the system in several ways: 
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• Wasted Effort: Developers and analysts spend time understanding and 

managing data that serves no purpose. 

• Performance Impact: In systems where metadata is compiled into executable 

objects, obsolete configurations increase code base size, consuming 

unnecessary storage, memory, and cache. Configuration tools slow down as they 

load and render voluminous, irrelevant data. 

• Audit Risk: A streamlined configuration base is easier to audit for compliance 

and security. Excessive clutter increases the probability of an auditor 

encountering anomalies, leading to greater scrutiny and more complex inquiries. 

• Upgrade Complexity: A smaller, cleaner configuration set significantly simplifies 

future application upgrades, reducing the scope for necessary, often manual, 

modifications. 

 

Conflicting Directives: The Risk of Non-Deterministic 

Behavior 

Ideally, a system's configuration should be logically constrained to prevent 

contradictions. Yet, in complex systems, directives configured in different areas can 

unknowingly contradict one another, creating conflicting directives. 

Consider a scenario where one configuration setting dictates a screen 

background should be blue, while a separate, obscure rule mandates it should be 

green. If the "green" rule only activates on a rare edge case (e.g., month-end 

processing on a specific day of the week), the issue will be missed during 

standard regression testing. The resulting production failure is a non-

deterministic error that is exceedingly difficult to debug and may only recur years 

later. 

The risk escalates when configuration involves interdependent rules, such as decision 

tables or workflow logic. Take the example below - If two rules overlap, the executed 

workflow can become dependent on the internal processing order (e.g., how the codes 

are sorted), leading to unpredictable outcomes. 

 

Organizations must establish robust metadata governance and implement tools to 

identify and prevent logical overlaps in rule sets. 
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Neglecting New Constraints: Maintaining Data Integrity 

As applications mature, developers often introduce new constraints and validation rules 

to ensure the integrity of incoming metadata. While this is crucial for new configuration, 

a large backlog of legacy configuration may never be touched, thus bypassing these 

critical checks. 

When an old rule is modified, users may be forced to fix other related, non-compliant 

data points to satisfy the new constraints. This exposes a systemic issue: there is an 

inventory of legacy data that is non-compliant with current integrity standards. While an 

issue might not be immediately apparent, it is highly probable that these uncovered 

errors are subtly impacting business processes or data quality. 

A comprehensive metadata cleanup strategy must include a dedicated project to audit 

and remediate all legacy configuration to ensure full compliance with the application's 

latest data integrity constraints. 

 

Next Steps 

• Establish Governance: Formally recognize configuration data as code and 

establish a Metadata Governance policy. 

• Audit and Retire: Implement regular processes to identify and retire (delete) 

configuration that is unused, obsolete, or incomplete. 

• Validate and Automate: Utilize tools to proactively detect and prevent logical 

overlaps and conflicting directives. 

Investing in metadata cleanup is not simply a housekeeping task - it is a critical 

investment in your application's long-term stability, performance, and agility. 

 

Conclusion 

Configuration metadata is not merely "settings"; it is a vital layer of executable business 

logic. By proactively cleaning up obsolete data, preventing conflicting directives, and 

remediating legacy non-compliance, organizations can mitigate operational risk and 

reduce the significant drag of technical debt. 

We recognize that dedicated metadata cleanup can seem like an expensive, non-

essential project. It requires specific resources and analytical rigor. However, viewing 

this as a one-time cost fails to account for the ongoing expenses associated with 

configuration clutter. The accumulated costs of delayed troubleshooting, slower 

upgrades, heightened audit risk, and production outages caused by conflicting or non-
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compliant rules far outweigh the upfront investment. Investing in metadata hygiene is a 

critical strategic move that pays long-term dividends in operational efficiency and cost 

avoidance. 


