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ABSTRACT

Incomplete data is ubiquitous and poses even more problems than before. The more data we
accumulate and the more widespread tools for integrating and exchanging data become, the more
instances of incompleteness we have. And yet the subject is poorly handled by both practice and
theory. Many queries for which students get full marks in their undergraduate courses will not work
correctly in the presence of incomplete data, but these ways of evaluating queries are cast in stone
(SQL standard). We have many theoretical results on handling incomplete data but they are, by and
large, about showing high complexity bounds, and thus are often dismissed by practitioners. Even
worse, we have a basic theoretical notion of what it means to answer queries over incomplete data,
and yet this is not at all what practical systems do.

Is there a way out of this predicament? Can we have a theory of incompleteness that will appeal to
theoreticians and make practitioners realize that commercial DBMSs often produce paradoxical
answers? Can we make such a theory applicable, i.e., implementable on top of existing DBMSs that
are very good at fast query evaluation? And can we make it useful for applications such as data
integration and handling inconsistency? The talk is about raising these issues, providing some
answers, and outlining problems that still need to be solved.
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