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Code vs Identifier - The Definitive Paper


Background

This has evoked considerable discussion, and still has the capability of evoking considerably more. However any further rambling argument is non-productive. We have to come to a conclusion that is suitable for our purposes, and that is sensible.

There are two critical questions, and these are given with our definitive answer.

Is there a difference? 

Yes, but it is subtle, and calling one thing a code and another an identifier requires careful and subtle judgement.

Does it matter?

Not necessarily, but going through the process of careful judgement ought to help each person in naming and thinking of their discovered subject.

Also it is aesthetically tidier. UN/EDIFACT was untidy in this respect. Codes, qualifiers, identifiers tended to be rolled up into one amorphous mass and the subtle differences swept under the carpet.

There is also one critical observation to make.

The decision will not, and never, satisfy everyone. But it has to. We have to make a decision and everyone abide by it, whether or not they actually like it. 

Decision

We will retain the logical distinction of code and identifier as separate concepts.

We will endeavour to make the distinction as clear as is possible.

Code

A code is a representation of some thing, normally text, abbreviating it to a shortened, encoded form, and usually of the same consistent length within a code list. In essence it is an abbreviation. 

The aim with a code is that there should generally be one list of codes for the same concept. It doe not always work out that way, but it would be the ideal situation

Examples are:

Country code
instead of the country name

Currency code
instead of the name of the currency

Reason code
instead of a string of words

Location code
instead of the name of a place and its country

Commodity code
instead of a description which most probably would have 'including' and 'excluding' phrases

Codes will be of two kinds.

Ones from a publicly available code list maintained by an agency generally significant on a world scale, such as ISO, UN, WTO, WCO etc. (Note that these acronyms are effectively codes!)

Ones from a community-based and -maintained code list, the community being as small or as large as is necessary for the purpose. Such a list is kept within the community, and the codes could be mis-interpreted outside the community if its source is not known.

Identifier

An identifier identifies an occurrence of something or set of somethings. 

There is often more than one 'scheme' of identifying the same thing.

Examples are:

Person identifier
an identification given or taken by a person, such as ther name, social security number, etc

Country name
the unique name of a country

Item identifier
an identification given to an article, an item, a product distinguishing these down to the level of detail that it is a particular make/model of car, of a window, can of beans etc. And here is a subtlety. Often this identification was called a 'product code' or "product number'. We need to keep these as synonyms but keep to the preferred term 'item identifier' to avoid misinterpretation.


This is an example of an identifier that identifies a set of things.

Serial No. Identifier
The unique identification given to a single instance of an article, item, product etc. This allows the unique identification of one particular car or part of a car, such as a chassis number, engine number etc. As can be seen from the example, this is often known as 'a number' although it may actually comprise letters and symbols as well as numeric characters.


This is an example of an identifier that identifies a unique instance of something within a set of things. For example one specific window of a particular design and construction.

BankAsccount identifier
The unique identification of a single account at a bank. Again, this is commonly known as an Account No. although it may actually comprise letters and symbols as well as numeric characters.

Conclusion

This will not satisfy everyone, but it is the definitive decision with which we will work from now on. 

The only further and valid discussion allowed is on examples for further clarification should these be necessary.
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