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Background
Many opinions exist on the subject of “proper” part numbering systems within the manufacturing and distribution worlds. 

This document is not the final authority about Part Numbering; instead it is designed as a guide for developing and using good 

part numbering techniques. 

Many companies fall into creating an “accidental” part numbering scheme. No thought was put into an intelligent design. 

Other companies fall into over-thinking their designs, which makes their part numbering scheme unmanageable and even 

unusable by other systems.

This document contains my thoughts and opinions based on personal experience working with many companies, as well as 

nearly 40 years of ERP System design, usage, and consulting. Feel free to use these ideas as a guideline for designing and using 

your part numbering system within Epicor and other systems. 

Tim Shoemaker 

Senior Principal Consultant 

Professional Services 

Office: 1.949.585.4101 

Email: tshoemaker@epicor.com 
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Epicor Part Numbering Definition
Epicor ERP version 10 uses multiple types of part numbers. 

This section defines some basic terminology to help you better 

understand recommendations later in this document.

The first thing to note is that a part number is NOT meant to be a 

description of the part. Separate fields hold the actual description, 

as well as its part class and product group. The application also 

supports other fields that define whether a part is purchased 

or manufactured, its unit of measure (UOM), material analysis 

codes, etc. The ERP system also supports flexible attributes 

you can assign to the part. User defined fields further enhance 

special attributes that may be required for your industry. You 

may customize the ERP forms to add user-defined fields to the 

interface for regular entry and information.

For this reason, I highly suggest that the part number 

NOT try to be everything for everybody. For example, part 

numbers should not define whether a part is purchased or 

manufactured, as this can change over time. Anything that 

can change should not be embedded into the part number. 

Another common mistake is defining what the part is used 

for. I worked with a customer who described a part as a 

“Power cord for product X.” After 10 years, they no longer 

sold product X, but the power cord was used universally 

for a whole set of other products. The part number no 

longer made sense, but the customer was stuck using it to 

maintain records.

Part Number (Stocking)
Every part in Epicor has a “Part Number” that is also the 

primary index for the part table. In other systems this is may 

also be called an “Item Number” or a “Stock Keeping Unit” 

or SKU. This white paper focuses on the central part number. 

All other part numbers are secondary to this part number and 

point to or reference it.

There should be one, and only one, part number for each 

item kept in stock. The only reason for having a different 

part number is if the part’s “Fit/Form/Function” is different 

from the previous version. Note that the “Fit/Form/

Function” argument is also a reason for creating a new 

part revision, but that’s a different discussion outside the 

focus of this white paper. I’m assuming each part number 

represents a specific item and there are no duplicate items 

in stock under a different part number.

Manufacturer Part Number
This part numbering scheme is how manufacturers tracks 

their parts. Since you may have multiple manufacturers 

for any one part, it’s possible multiple manufacturers, and 

multiple manufacturer part numbers, are assigned to one 

of your part numbers. This “many to one” system is fully 

supported within Epicor; the system has a Cross Reference 

table to allow for this flexibility.

Example: You have a standard “Bolt” that you stock under 

part number B1001. B1001 is made by two manufacturers: 

ABC Metals and Acme Machining. They both have their 

own part numbering systems. ABC Metals calls it part 

1234-12, and Acme Machining calls it part ABC-100. The 

ERP system stores this part cross reference.

Usage: if properly tied together, the MFG Part number will 

display and print on POs and other paperwork.

Supplier Part Number
A supplier part number is the number that your 

supplier/vendor labels your part. Your supplier may be a 

manufacturer or a distributor for another manufacturer. 

Since they might reference their part number differently 

than the manufacturer, this could create a three-way 

connection between your part, the manufacturer part, and 

the supplier part. 
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Example: Using the “Bolt” part number B1001 again, you 

purchase the bolt from two distribution companies. Global 

Hardware labels the bolt GH-1001. It turns out that Global 

Hardware also distributes for both manufacturers (ABC 

Metals and ACME Machine) using the GH-1001 part number. 

You can specify this three-way connection. Note that even if 

there is only one manufacturer, you may also have multiple 

suppliers and multiple supplier part numbers called out 

against part B1001. 

Usage: When linked together, you can accept quotes from 

your supplier and the quotes point to a specific supplier part 

number and a specific manufacturer. When a PO generates, 

the PO references all three-part numbers on the PO.

Customer Part Number
Epicor ERP can also have a customer part number cross 

reference. This manages situations when a customers’ part 

number is different than your part number. Since multiple 

customers can purchase the part using their specific part 

number, multiple customer part numbers can reference 

your part. Customer part numbers can also have their own 

customer part description.

Usage: Customer part numbers are referenced and display 

on the sales order and the sales order acknowledgement.

Internal Part Cross reference
This final part number option is an internal secondary 

method of calling a part number. The internal number is 

either a shortcut to a longer part number or it modifies 

serial numbering methodologies for the base part. A part 

may have multiple internal cross references, as there is no 

set limit (other than a practical limit). 

Usage: Once you define an internal part cross reference, 

use the new cross reference in any part number field 

to find the main part number. When a part number is 

heavily used, it may need a “simple” callout. I worked 

with one company that had a series of 12-digit part 

numbers, but most people internally only referred to 

them by the last 4 digits of the number. For instance, 

5142-1234-2201 was called “2201.” Since this was a 

common part, they applied an internal cross reference 

so users could simply type “2201” into any part number 

field, and it would automatically find the rest of  

the part number.
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Summary of Part Numbering Options
Standards for Your Customers, Suppliers and 
Manufacturers
Now we’ll cover base part numbering. Keep in mind that 

it is not within your control to change part numbering 

methodologies of your suppliers, manufacturers, or customers. 

However, it is possible to create your own part numbering 

system that you use to reference your items.

Why have your own numbering system?
Great question. Why not use your supplier or customer part 

numbers for numbering your own parts?

 X Consistency. Just as you have multiple customers, your 

customers have multiple part numbering standards. For 

proper inventory control, it works best if your internal part 

numbers are consistent.

 X Eliminate duplicates. Two suppliers, or two customers, 

might both use the same part number to refer to two 

different items. This creates a complex problem to resolve 

as you need a method to eliminate accidental collisions of 

data. This is the biggest reason why you need to design 

your own numbering system: so you don’t have confus-

ing data that costs money and time to resolve.

Exceptions and disclaimers— 
(Boeing, GE, Aerospace)
OK, here comes a disclaimer: Yes, there are exceptions. 

Where manufacturing companies do sub-contract work, 

it may be more complicated to define your own part 

numbering system than it’s worth. But even in these 

cases, you might still want your own numbering system 

for internal part number control. Then have those part 

numbers reference the customer part number in drawings, 

documentation, sales orders, POs, etc.

For configured product, or custom manufactured product (also 

product configurator defined parts) situations happen where 

each configuration’s rules for a Unique Part Number are not 

feasible. There may be too many product options/variations, 

and many one-time builds of a product. Depending on how the 

customer wants it this time, you probably already know that this 

individual part number might be red/green/purple. 

Summary of options
This section describes some part numbering options. From 

these options, I usually suggest the “semi-meaningful” 

numbering system. It’s the most accepted system, and in 

my opinion, offers the most flexibility while still consistently 

organizing your parts.

Meaningful Part Numbering

With this option, the part number’s digits each have a specific 

meaning, so a knowledgeable user understands the purpose 

for each part. If there are many similar parts with specific 

variations, it can very useful. A meaningful system makes for 

a complicated structure and necessitates a strong engineering 

organization that controls part number assignment. Plus, 

if many different component types are in use, you may not 

be able to completely define the numbering system. Some 

companies only use a fully meaningful part numbering system 

on their finished goods.

Even if you think, “we only sell bolts,” you could end up 

with a complex part number by the time you include all 

the variations of material, grade, tinsel strength, diameter, 

pitch, head type, Rockwell scale hardness, etc. Some require 

multiple digits to define. Doing a quick internet search on 

“bolt part numbers” turns up many different standards for 

military, aerospace, and other industries. So, it can even be 

difficult to create a simple numbering system for a bolt! 
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Non-Meaningful Part Numbering

With this option, the entire part number is meaningless. For 

instance, it could be a sequentially assigned number and 

can appear random. Consider a company that manufactures 

tractors. Part number 10001 could be a Bolt, 10002 = 

Steering Wheel, 10003 = Tractor, 10004 = Rear View Mirror.  

The apparent randomness may cause confusion. Also, sorting 

inventory by part number is totally meaningless. When 

searching by part number, you MUST know what you want, 

and when looking for the part, you always need to search by 

description or some other attribute.

Semi-Meaningful Part Number

For this option, there’s “some” meaning in the part number 

that defines a generic part type but does not identify every 

final detail. The initial part number segment could classify the 

part’s type, color, size, etc. This causes all similar parts to group 

together when sorting inventory by part number. But you 

do not define all attributes of the part. At some point, there 

are too many attributes to track, so you assign a sequential 

number to differentiate it from similar parts. Store the actual 

description and differences in the part description field. The 

part’s drawing would further define its characteristics.

Part Numbering Rules

Epicor ERP supports a wide range of characters in the part 

numbers (wider than recommended). Best practice, however, 

dictates that the list of allowed digits should be limited. In 

general, all numbers and letters are always allowed. Also, 

typically allowed and endorsed is a hyphen/dash. This 

includes the 37 digits:

ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTVWXYZ-1234567890

If you limit your part number to letters, numbers, and a dash, 

you’ll be compatible with nearly every system out there.

Support for Bar Coding

The table to the right shows the allowed character set for 

“Code-39” barcoding. One of many barcoding systems, note 

that this is a limited set. An asterisk and space are included 

in the barcode, but I recommend avoiding them in your part 

numbering system (see below). Note that backslash, double, 

and single quotes are missing. If you barcode parts, do not 

use these characters. 

Five of the characters in the Code-39 character set should be 

avoided for various reasons: $ % . / +

Code-39
Always Disallow a Space
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Allowing a space in a part number is a bad practice! But they 

are allowed in Epicor software. Within each part number, 

Epicor allows a space at its beginning, a space at its end, and 

multiple spaces in its middle. Epicor ERP treats each position 

as a different part number, even though they “look” the 

same to the naked eye. Some examples are below. When 

printed on a report, you wouldn’t see the difference between 

these seven different part numbers below. I added quotation 

marks to help you see the difference.

“ ABC 123” 
One space at the beginning,  

one in the middle

“ABC123 ” One space at the end

“ ABC 123 ”
One space at the beginning,  

one in the middle, one at the end

“ABC  123” Two spaces in the middle

“ABC 123” One space in the middle

“ABC123” No spaces

Also, some barcoding systems (UPC-A) prohibit a space in the 

barcode translation. That’s reason enough to set this rule!

Recommendation: What Values Should not be 

“Allowed” in Part Numbers

Epicor ERP prohibits few characters. To maintain usability 

with other systems, it’s a best practice to disallow certain 

characters in part numbers. These recommendations help 

maintain compatibility with systems outside of Epicor.  

They keep the part number usable. 

 X Epicor does NOT see the difference between upper case 

and lower-case letters. Part number “ABC-001” and “abc-

001” translate to the same record in the system. This is 

NOT necessarily the same rule in other systems. Some ERP 

systems DO see these two numbers as different parts. For 

this reason, I recommend that if you use alpha characters, 

they should always be in either upper or lower case.

 X Special characters. These include, but are not limited to, 

these characters:

 ○ “Wildcard” characters. Generally used in part 

searches, if you include a wildcard in the part 

number, it becomes impossible to search and 

find any part number that includes the wildcard. 

Characters often interpreted as wildcards include: 

* ? ~. Also, in a few languages, the caret (up arrow 

)̂, square brackets ([ and ]) and exclamation mark 

(!) can be used as wildcards. 

 ○ Inch and foot symbols (double and single quote 

marks “ and ‘ ). These cause problems when 

searching for a part number with a quote. Systems 

will create internal queries that say, Part Number 

= “ABC-123.” If you have a quote in the middle of 

the part number, this improperly translates to Part 

Number = “abc-123”” (a double quote at the end) 

and the system fails. Don’t use these symbols.

 ○ Other characters. Other special characters can do 

nasty things in some systems: ~ ! @ # ^ & ( ) _ = { } 

[ ]  | < > , 

 X Weird combinations of regular characters

 ○ With 123E3, the letter “E” has a special numerical 

meaning in some systems, especially Microsoft® 

Excel®. For example, if you enter 123E3 into 

a cell within Excel, it automatically changes it 

to 123,000.00 because it translates it into an 

exponential equation. 

 ○ Do not use the number zero and the letter O in the 

same part numbering scheme.

 ○ For human readability reasons, do not use letter I 

(upper case “I”), the letter l (lower case “L”), and 

the number 1 in the same system. 

 ○ Sometimes the “Z” and number “2” can also cause 

readability issues. Same goes for “5” and “S” and 

“G” vs “6”.

 ○ Excel re-interprets tilde-question mark “~?” as just a 

question mark. This is a special combination so you 

can search for a question mark. Yet another reason 

not to include these two characters in your part 

numbering scheme.

 ○ The caret character ^ (also known as up arrow-shift+ 6 

on U.S. keyboards). In some systems, this character is also 

interpreted as an exponential when it falls between two 

numbers. Part number “3 2̂” converts to 9 (3 squared). 

In Excel, 1234 1̂234 turns into a number so large that 

Excel throws a numerical error.
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Additional Reasons for Suggested Restrictions

 X Various software packages, including Excel, modify certain 

characters when they are imported. This includes quotation 

marks, spaces, and other values. Epicor “allows” these 

characters, but when you export them, other systems can 

magically strip them out.

 X Part numbers that are all numeric or all numeric with a 

decimal can also be problematic, especially with leading or 

trailing zeros. For example, part number 000123.4500 can 

magically change to part 123.45 when another application 

(Excel) read it as a numeric value. I suggest that an all-

numeric format never start or end with zeros. If you use 

a dash, the same part number will translate correctly in 

Excel: 000123-4500.

Part Number Formatting
Recommendation 
Many part number formats are used over time. An internet 

search for “Part Numbering Schemes” returns a lot of 

opinions. Following is my preference and recommendation.  

 X Length 

 ○ All part numbers should be a uniform length.

 ○ Choose a length and stick to it. It doesn’t matter 

what length you choose. 

 ○ Preferred length should be short enough to be 

manageable and memorable, but long enough to 

handle all the part numbers in your system now and 

in the future.

 ○ Maximum length should be 15 characters or less, 

with a preferred length of 10-12 digits.

 ○ Be reasonable. Don’t implement a 23-digit meaningful 

part numbering system to control 1,000-part numbers. 

But also remember you need room for growth. 

Determine what you need in 10-20 years. I know a 

company that set up a system in the 1950s and it’s still 

in use today. That’s because it was well thought out 

and had room to grow.

 X Format

 ○ I prefer an all numeric format with a “dash” in 

the middle (and no leading zero). This allows for 

enough variation, while breaking the number into 

manageable, memorable segments. It mirrors 

telephone numbers, as they’re easier to remember 

when broken into three segments.

 ○ A uniform length and format let users instantly 

recognize an internal part number format.

 X Numbers or Letters

 ○ My preference is all numbers with a dash, since 

numbers are faster and easier to type on a keyboard. 

There is also less chance of mistranslating numbers 

(letter G sometimes looks like the number 6, Z with 2, 

S with 5, etc.)

 X Semi-Meaningful

 ○ A semi-meaningful part numbering system makes 

the part number easier to remember, but not too 

difficult to implement.

 X Part Numbering Format/Length Examples:

See preceding statement… choose one format and stick to it. 

 ○ 12345-1234. This 10-digit format is a semi-

meaningful part prefix with a second 4-digit 

segment that allows for 9999 variations.

 ○ 11111-2222-33. This 13-digit format is the same 

as above but supports a third segment for an 

additional sub-classification of a part. For example, 

if part 12345-1234-00 is painted black, but has a 

variant painted red, the red version can have part 

number like this: 12345-1234-01.

 ○ ABC-12345. This 9-digit format starts with an alpha 

code that is semi-meaningful. The second segment 

is non-meaningful.
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Appendix A: Part Numbering  
Scheme Example
This section shows examples of a semi-meaningful system. 

Depending on the part type, some digits have more meaning 

than others. This example is not from a specific company, but 

incorporates multiple company needs.

General format
The general format for the part number is 12345-1234-00. The 

first five digits are the semi-meaningful portion. The second 

segment is a sequential value. If required, the last two positions 

hold a “modifier,” but in most cases always equal “00” as a 

place holder to keep the part number length consistent.

In the example below, the first two digits signify the type of 

product or material. This allows for up to 90 material types.  

Since 00 – 09 are not available because of the previous “no 

leading zeros rule,” you may only use 10 – 99.

Below are examples of how you might use this for specific 

part types. 

Wire

Wire has multiple, specific attributes that describe different 

forms of wire. To help with part numbering and eliminate 

duplicates, use the digits to define those attributes.

1. Digits 1-2 Signifies the part type: “10” = WIRE

2. Digit 3 
Signifies material type: 1 = copper, 2 = 
aluminum, 3 = steel, 9 = Other

3. Digit 4 
Holds insulation type: 0 = None, 1 = 
Regular, 2 = Special, 9 = Other

4. Digit 5 
Holds color: 0 = None, 1= Natural, 2=Red, 
3=Blue, 4=Yellow, 9 = Other

5. Digit 6 Is a dash

6. Digits 7-8 Holds the wire gauge: 00 – 58 gauge

7. Digit 9-10 Is sequential number

8. Digit 11 A dash

9. Digit 12-13 
Signifies an option modifier: It starts with “00” 
and options are 01, 02, etc.

10112-2301-00 
Wire, copper, regular red insulation, 
23 gauge

10214-1201-00 
Wire, aluminum, regular yellow 
insulation, 12 gauge

10214-1201-01 
Wire, aluminum, regular yellow 
insulation, 12 gauge in a twisted pair

Bolt

Bolts have head type, material, length, and thread. Like 

above, set up a system to account for these attributes:

1. Digit 1 Signifies the part type: “2” = BOLT

2. Digit 2 
Signifies head type:  1=Hex, 2= 
Phillips, 9 = Other

3. Digit 3-4 Signifies the size

4. Digit 5-6 Signifies the length

Finished Goods

“Finished” product should also have an assigned number 

series. Sometimes this is market-driven, which makes it 

difficult to have an internal part number different from what 

the marketing department wants. You can fill this gap by 

using the Internal Part Cross Reference program. Create a 

good part number system, and then marketing can create 

whatever system they want, and reference your well-rounded 

system for internal stocking purposes.

By following the same system above, assign the first digit(s) 

to specify the part number is a finished good. The following 

digits break the parts down by product category.

Continuing this Theme

As you continue to setup various part types, setup the best 

overall structure to include all parts in your environment.

Other Parts

You should always have an “Other” category to hold items 

that just don’t fall into your standard part numbering. It can 

be for tools, regularly purchased shop supplies, etc. 



What not to Include in a Significant  

Numbering System

Some attributes seem “good candidates” to include into 

the part number structure, but experience finds that the 

following examples do not belong in a numbering system. 

The main theme here is, “If the attribute can change, don’t 

include it.” An extreme example, nobody would ever put 

the quantity on hand in the part number. 

Attributes not to include:

 X Make/buy code. Some companies think it’s a good 

idea to embed whether the item is purchased or 

manufactured. Best practices dictate this isn’t a 

good idea. Over time, some companies convert a 

manufactured part into a purchased part and vice-versa. 

There is already a part type field to specify this, and 

you can change it. At some companies, a part might 

be purchased at one site and manufactured in another! 

Don’t embed how a part is acquired within its number. 

 X Vendor number or vendor part number. Your vendor 

may change their part number, the revision of the part, 

their supplier, and even their name, but you still want 

to keep your part number the same—especially if used 

within an approved bill of materials.

 X Customer number or customer part number. Same as 

vendor reason above.

Appendix B: Controlling your  
Part Numbers
Epicor supports tailoring your software through  

many options:

 X Adjust the user interface (UI) to perform data validations.

 X Create a business process Management (BPM) guideline to 

enforce your rules.

I recommend adding a BPM that validates every part 

number added through a part entry system before it saves. 

The method that can be used to trigger your part number 

validation is the part update process. 

The validation verifies your company’s part number definition 

rules for all future additions. The BPM validation can make 

sure that: 

 X There are no spaces in the part number.

 X The part number is the correct length.

 X The alpha digits are all the correct case. BPM can even fix 

this and force the letters to upper or lower case.

 X Verify dashes are in correct positions.

By tailoring your ERP system to enforce your part numbering 

scheme, you keep the database clean, prevent accidental 

additions, and stop entering invalid part numbers now and 

into the future.
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Appendix C: Part Description Discussion
Within the Epicor ERP system, one under-utilized area is the 

part description. While Epicor encourages the part number 

to be a reasonable length, the application supports a much 

longer part description—up to 1,000 characters.  

The description can also be multi-line.

At many companies, I’ve seen over-simplified descriptions 

that do not help distinguish one part from another. This is not 

helpful when searching for existing parts or adding new parts. 

Without adequate descriptions, people need to guess if the 

referenced part number is correct, or users need to look up 

drawings or supplier cross references to determine if the part 

number is what they desire.

I recommend the description includes as many meaningful 

traits as possible. It’s also important to have a standard here as 

well; the most meaningful portion of the description should 

relate first. 

Below are good and bad examples:

Bad Example Good Example Comments

Nut
Hex Nut, Stainless Steel, 

1/4 – 20
Lacks Definition

Washer
Washer, Flat, Stainless 

Steel, 1/4 
Lacks Definition

1/2-Inch Brass 
Washer

Washer, Flat, Brass, 1/2 Bad Sequence

Cell Phone

Cell Phone, Apple, 

iPhone, Model 11 Pro 

Max, 128GB

Lacks Definition

Android
Cell Phone, Samsung, 

Galaxy, S20, 128GB
Lacks Definition
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