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Part Numbers — A Tower of Babble

One truly unique aspect of the fastener industry is the number
of part numbers that apply to each part. There are no universally used standards. There are standards to be sure, but none
that have generated enough usage to be the common number.
The grocery industry got it right when it created the UPC code.
Grocers all agreed to use the UPC, and now it is the standard
number for everything in the grocery store.
Not so in the fastener industry, where everyone has their own
opinion about how the part numbering schemes should be
constructed. Many people have part numbers that do not relate
in any way to the characteristics of the part.
I served on a committee that was trying to come up with a
standard part number for fasteners many years ago, but no one
would agree to any version of the part numbering method. The
group was finally disbanded after making absolutely no progress.

system to get the part numbers right every time. This is after
all a business where you can turn a US$50.00 order into a
US$500.00 mistake. Make that mistake once too often and it
could easily cost you a customer.

Good Systems Ease the Burden

A good system that is designed for fastener companies can
really simplify this situation. The system should be able to tie
an unlimited number of alternate part numbers to the fastener
distributor’s internal part number (no matter what the fastener
distributor wants to use). The system should automatically use
the correct part number in each case. If a PO is going out to a
vendor, the vendor’s part number should be used. If a customer
is ordering the part, the system should automatically know
the part number or numbers that the customer wants to use.
Some customers want to use more than one part number, for
example their own for internal use and a UPC for consumer
packaging, which is done for them by the fastener distributor.
Sometimes the customer wants a specific PO number associated with each part as well.

Examples

Here is an example of a part with many alternates as we would
show it in The BUSINESS EDGE 2.0:

Why So Many Part Numbers?

There are several good reasons and some not so good reasons
for the variations in fastener part numbers. Many companies feel
that they have figured out the ideal “nomenclature” part number
system, for example the part number coding is in a sequence and
format that tells an informed user the exact description of that
part. The nomenclature part numbers tend to be long because
there are so many attributes that must be described by the part
number. Other companies would prefer that their competitors
not know what part is represented by their part number, so they
use meaningless numeric part numbers. Often these are made
as short as possible for ease of data entry.

NSN–MIL STD Numbers

National Stock Number (NSN), as it is known in the USA, is a
13-digit numeric code identifying all the standardized material
items of supply as they have been recognized by all NATO
countries including the United States Department of Defense.
Based on the NATO Standardization Agreements, the NSN has
come to be used in all treaty countries, where it is also known as
a NATO Stock Number. However, many countries that use the
NSN program are not members of NATO, for example Japan,
Australia and New Zealand. There are over 13 million National
Stock Numbers and all of these must have manufacturer crossreference part numbers.

In addition to the fastener distributor’s part number and the
UPC number, the system also maintains an unlimited number
of alternate part numbers. These can be:
• Vendor part numbers.
• Multiple customer part numbers for the same product.
• NSN, DIN or Mil Spec Numbers.
• Catalog or other numbers that are not related to either
a customer or vendor.

DIN Numbers

Deutsches Institut für Normung e.V. (DIN), the German Institute for Standardization, is the German national organization
for standardization and is that country’s ISO member body.

Custom Fasteners Get Drawing Numbers

Custom fasteners are often assigned completely meaningless
numbers as far as the part number is concerned. They are often
tied to a drawing or other manufacturing document.

Many Opportunities for Mistakes

With all the part numbers that could be used, it is extremely
important that a fastener distributor has a well-organized
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Love it or hate it, the multiple part number situation is here to
stay. It is in every fastener distributors best interest to get it
under control. Mistakes are just too costly.
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