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Supplier Identifier: Unambiguous
Identification of Suppliers in the Data Model

The supplier identifier is a unique, immutable mark that distinguishes each supplier from all others
within a data model or ERP system. It is the technical foundation for master data quality, for
processes such as purchasing, GR/IR clearing or contract management, and for analyses across
the supplier base. Without cleanly maintained identifiers, duplicates, mispostings and a lack of
traceability arise throughout the supply chain.

Key facts

* A supplier identifier is a unique, system-assigned number or code for each supplier.

It is the fundamental prerequisite for consistent master data and for building a golden record in the
supplier master record.

It differs from the supplier number of an individual application: the goal is a key that is valid across
platforms.

« Typical implementation projects include supplier master data management, ERP consolidations or
onboarding portals.

* The rule must be: one real legal or economic entity receives exactly one identifier — duplicates must
be actively prevented.

« Maintenance, deletion rules and version history are part of master data risk management and should
be governed in writing.

Definition: supplier identifier

A supplier identifier is a system-wide unique attribute with which a supplier is referenced unambiguously
in digital processes. It functions as the primary key in the data model and links all business objects such
as purchase orders, contracts, invoices, quality data or evaluations to the correct economic entity.

Distinction from the vendor number

In many ERP systems, each system instance assigns its own supplier number. The supplier identifier is
the overarching, cross-instance identifier that serves as the binding reference, for example during
migrations, within a group structure or in a data hub. In addition, an external identifier such as the VAT
identification number or a commercial register number is often used to safeguard identity. What matters
is a clear separation between the technical key, the business designation and identification attributes.

Components and identification attributes

A fit-for-purpose identifier is supported by attributes that make the identity unambiguous: name and
legal form, commercial register or tax number, VAT ID, registered address and, where applicable, a site
number for plants or delivery locations. For groups with several contracting parties, the distinction
between the global supplier (one legal entity) and the site or sales entity has proven effective. Each level
receives its own identifier, linked via a hierarchy.
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Methods and approach for implementation

The introduction of a consistent identification scheme is typically a master data project with clear
governance. It begins with an inventory of the supplier base, followed by duplicate cleansing, the
definition of mandatory and optional criteria for creating new records, and the determination of which
role assigns and maintains identifiers.

Duplicate check and golden record

Before assigning new identifiers, the responsible master data unit checks, based on name, address, tax
number and VAT ID, whether the supplier already exists. Identified duplicates are merged, with the
remaining record serving as the golden record: a cleansed, complete master record defined as
authoritative. Historical documents remain traceable via the legacy number mapping table so that open
purchase orders and ongoing contracts are not interrupted.

Mandatory and optional criteria in onboarding

In supplier onboarding, mandatory criteria define the required information without which no identifier is
assigned, for example tax number, bank details subject to verification, contact persons and compliance
evidence. Optional criteria supplement the record, for example certificates, capacity data or logistics
information. In practice, it has proven effective to firmly link identifier allocation and the onboarding
process: only after the mandatory criteria have been checked is the number released and the supplier
activated in the purchasing system.

Allocation rules and governance

Configurable number ranges that differentiate by country, legal form or supplier group have proven
effective, provided that no semantics are forced into the number that risk enshrining characteristics that
may later change. Responsibility usually lies with a central master data unit or a shared service, while
decentralised departments request changes. Change logs, four-eyes review for critical fields such as
bank details, and defined blocking and deletion rules ensure lasting quality.

Key KPIs for master data and identification quality

The quality of the supplier identification system can be measured. Master data quality KPIs show
whether duplicates, incomplete records or incorrect assignments are putting processes at risk, and
provide the basis for continuous improvement within risk management.

Duplicate rate and data completeness

The duplicate rate indicates how many supplier master records potentially represent the same real
entity multiple times; in poorly maintained databases, values of a few per cent are not uncommon, and
the target is practically zero in the new-record process. Data completeness measures the proportion of
records that fulfil all mandatory criteria. Both KPIs are typically evaluated monthly and openly
communicated in procurement reporting.

Process quality in downstream processes

Where the identifier affects operational processes, KPIs such as the error rate in invoice postings or the

proportion of error-free GR/IR clearing transactions demonstrate operational maturity. Data quality in the
supplier scorecard likewise depends on evaluations, delivery performance such as schedule adherence

and quality data being assigned to the correct supplier. Outdated or duplicate records distort the results
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here and thus any resulting sanctioning decisions.

Risks and controls

Incorrect or duplicated identifiers are a frequently underestimated risk. They lead to payments to the
wrong accounts, incomplete compliance checks, distorted supplier evaluations and considerable manual
clarification effort in accounting and procurement.

Typical error patterns

Common error patterns include duplicates due to spelling variants of the name, new records created by
decentralised departments without review, missing links between the group parent company and the
ordering entity, and outdated bank details. Consequences range from mispostings in GR/IR clearing and
delayed payments to fraud cases involving changed bank details. Correct identification is also crucial for
contract management: contracts concluded with the wrong legal entity may be unenforceable in the
event of a dispute.

Controls and safeguards

Proven controls include: automated duplicate checks for new records, mandatory verification of the VAT
ID and register entry, four-eyes review of changes to bank details and legal attributes, and regular
periodic reviews of inactive suppliers. Blocking mechanisms prevent purchase orders from being placed
with blocked suppliers or those flagged in risk management. The checks should be documented so that
evidence of the required diligence can be provided in the event of an audit or dispute.

Legal and compliance relevance

The identifier is also the anchor point for compliance processes: sanctions list screening, tax checks
such as verification of the VAT ID in cross-border transactions, and evidence obligations arising, for
example, from supply chain and sustainability regulation all rely on correctly identified contracting
parties. The specific legal obligations depend on the jurisdiction, industry and business configuration
and must be assessed legally or for tax purposes on a case-by-case basis. Incorrectly assigned records
can lead to incomplete evidence here, even if the actual check was carried out correctly.

Current developments and digitalisation

With increasing connectivity, group-wide ERP consolidations and central data platforms, the supplier
identifier is gaining in importance. Topics such as master data management, supplier portals,
Al-supported duplicate checking and standardised global identifiers are changing existing practice.

Master data management and data hub

Many companies maintain supplier master data in a central data hub or MDM system and distribute it to
connected systems. The supplier identifier serves as the exchange currency between the systems.
Consolidating multiple ERP instances almost always requires mapping the legacy numbers to a uniform
identifier; this mapping must be maintained in the long term, as historical documents must be retained
for years.

Standardised external identifiers

Alongside internal numbers, the use of standardised, globally valid company identifiers assigned by
international registration systems is becoming increasingly important. They facilitate reconciliation with
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customers, banks and authorities and reduce the reconciliation effort in payment transactions. In
practice, they do not replace the internal identifier but supplement it as a reliable identification attribute
within the data model.

Automation and Al

Fuzzy matching techniques and machine learning now support duplicate checking and the assignment
of incoming invoices or quotations to the correct supplier. Such techniques also automate the matching
against registers and lists during the initial check in onboarding. Final responsibility for approval and
changes nonetheless remains with people; automation accelerates the process but does not replace the
defined mandatory and optional criteria or the four-eyes review of critical changes.

Typical metrics

Duplicate rate in supplier master data: practically 0 % in the new-record process
Higher values are common in poorly maintained databases; the goal is to remain permanently duplicate-free.

Data completeness for mandatory criteria: > 98 %
Proportion of master records that correctly fulfil all mandatory fields.

Invoice posting error rate due to master data: <1 %
Proportion of disrupted postings caused by incorrect or ambiguous assignment.

Periodic review of inactive suppliers: typically annually
Regular blocking or deletion reviews reduce the database volume and risk.

Practical example

A mid-sized mechanical engineering company with two ERP instances discovered that a significant
sheet-metal supplier, with its three sales entities, was maintained under a total of eleven different
supplier numbers. As a result, evaluations, payment terms reconciliation and the contract overview were
not reliable. As part of a master data project, the company introduced a group-wide supplier identifier
and linked all legacy numbers via mapping tables.

» Duplicate analysis based on name, address and VAT ID, followed by merging into one golden record
per legal entity

« Introduction of defined mandatory and optional criteria in onboarding with central allocation of the
identifier

« Four-eyes review and change log for bank details as well as regular periodic review of inactive
suppliers

* Rebuild of the supplier scorecard based on the cleansed identifiers, including delivery performance
KPIs such as schedule adherence

Conclusion

The supplier identifier is an inconspicuous yet essential element of any procurement and supply chain
IT landscape. It enables reliable master data, clean processes from purchasing through to GR/IR
clearing, and robust analyses across the entire supplier base. Companies that handle this properly
benefit equally during ERP consolidations, compliance checks and supplier evaluations. The effort
involved in duplicate cleansing and governance quickly pays for itself in practice through avoided
mispostings and clarification cases. Anyone tackling this topic should begin with clear responsibilities,
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defined mandatory criteria and a permanently maintained mapping.

Frequently asked questions

What is a supplier identifier?

A supplier identifier is a unique code that unambiguously identifies a supplier in ERP and procurement
systems. It serves as the primary key in the data model and links purchase orders, contracts, invoices

and evaluations to the correct legal entity. Unlike the local vendor number, it applies ideally group-wide
and across systems.

How do you recognise duplicates in the supplier master data?

Typical indicators are similar names with spelling variants, identical or very similar addresses, duplicate
tax numbers or VAT IDs, and multiple bank details with the same account data. Automated fuzzy
matching checks support the search. Identified duplicates should be merged and the old numbers kept
traceable via mapping tables.

Who assigns the supplier identifier within the company?

In practice, allocation is usually handled by a central master data unit, within a shared service or in
master data management. Departments request the creation of and changes to records; the central unit
checks the mandatory criteria and assigns the identifier. This separation prevents uncontrolled new
records and duplicates caused by decentralised entries.

What role does the VAT ID play as a supplier identifier?

The VAT identification number is an important external identification attribute but does not replace the
internal identifier. It helps verify the identity of the contracting party, especially in cross-border
transactions, and supports matching against registers. The specific tax verification obligations must be
assessed on a case-by-case basis.

How does the supplier identifier relate to the golden record?

The golden record is the cleansed, complete master record of a supplier defined as authoritative. The
identifier is the key under which this golden record is maintained and referenced in all systems. Without
a unique identifier, no reliable golden record can be established, as assignments would remain
ambiguous.

How much does supplier master data cleansing cost?

The effort depends on the size of the database, the duplicate rate and the degree of automation. In
practice, manual review and merging is often estimated at minutes to hours per record; for large
databases, fuzzy matching tools and professional approval workflows pay off. Cleansing is typically
carried out in stages according to output priority, for example by procurement volume or supplier
criticality.
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