
ONE SIZE DOESN’T FIT ALL - To do business in Europe, 
a thorough understanding of local characteristics is 
essential. Neglecting country-specific data quality 
fundamentals can lead to negative impressions regarding 
understanding the local markets and can seriously damage 
your business. 

REAP THE BENEFITS OF A SINGLE CUSTOMER VIEW (SCV)

As more and more companies and organizations are starting 
to recognize the importance of data and information 
quality, they are not, or only partially, aware that data quality 
has several strong country-specific levels of complexity. 
Initiatives such as customer data integration, fraud 
prevention, customer relationship management, supply 
chain management and compliance and anti-terrorism 
projects all rely on high quality data and information. 
These universal themes require boardroom attention and 
successful implementation will result in considerable return 
on investment. However, global companies doing business 
in Europe often seem to forget that they are dealing with a 
large variety of languages, address conventions and other 
culturally embedded business rules and habits. 

As a starting point for cross-border data quality 
considerations, this brochure will briefly focus on: 

Name specifics 
Address variety 
Languages
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NAMES 
 
The names Haddad, Hernández, Le Fèvre, Smid, 
Ferreiro, Schmidt, Kuznetsov en Kovács are 
illustrative for the variety of names in Europe. 
These names all mean “Smith” in different 
countries. Naturally, there is a large variety of 
names in the US as well, but the rules and habits 
concerning structure, storage, exchange and 
representation are far more intricate in the various 
European countries. 

Here are some examples: 
First names opposed to first name initials 
- In Germany and the United Kingdom, it is quite 
common to record the full first name of an 
individual. In Italy and the Netherlands for example, 
first name initials are much more in use. These 
initials however, need not always be the first 
letter of the first name. Th. for Theodora or H. 
for Johannes are some local variations that need 
deeper knowledge to comprehend. 

Signification of name components 
- Due to divergent naming conventions, there is a 
great variety in storage, exchange, representation 
and signification of names. For example, the first 
name Joan is male in Spain and female in Belgium. 
Also, the representation will be exactly reverse. 
The form of address ‘Señor’ is the male equivalent 
of ‘Mevrouw’. 

In Spain: Señor Joan Martinez Fonseca 
Andrade. 
In Belgium: Mevrouw Vandenwalle, Joan. 

Prefix sorting 
- A name like Van Buren would be sorted under 
‘V’ in the US. In Belgium and the Netherlands, for 
example, that name will always be found under the 
letter ‘B’. Additionally, the spelling (initial capital or 
not?) of pre-fixes differs per situation, per country. 

Patronymics 
- The use of patronymics (names derived from 
the father’s first name) is highly country specific. 
Whereas a Russian man whose father’s first 
name is Ivan, will add the patronymic Ivanovich 
to his first name, his sister will use ‘Ivanovna’: 
Sergei Ivanovich Kuznetsov and Olga Ivanovna 
Kuznetsova. In Iceland, it is impossible to establish 
relation through analysis of family names. Here 
the patronymic serves as the family name itself: 
The son and daughter of Björn Thorgeirson will 
be called Nils Björnson and Anna Björnsdottir 
respectively. 

ADDRESSES 

An even greater challenge lies in the interpretation 
and processing of European postal addresses. 
And this is not only because there are so many 
variations of the ZIP codes or postcodes. In 
Europe, there are countries that do not even a 
postcode (e.g. Ireland). If we compare four regular 
addresses of four European countries (Germany, 
France, Spain and the UK), we will find that the 
initial analysis is only the tip of the iceberg. Imagine 
the variety if you were to compare all the European 
countries. 

A few observations: 
1. Different components with different 
significations 

e.g.“dependent locality” in the UK  
e.g. “building type” in Germany  

2. Order of the components  
Plot number before the street name in France, but 
after the street name in Germany and Spain. Note 
that there is no plot number in the UK address. 

3. Format of the postal code 
numeric (Spain, France and Germany)  
alphanumeric (UK)  

football football
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4. Different significations of the addition to the plot number.  
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LANGUAGES 
 
Companies selling products or services in Europe will have to cope with the language (or languages!) 
of the particular country they are doing business in. Identifying customers, prospects and product 
descriptions is very hard when there is little or no knowledge on the local language. 

For example, many European languages use diacritics. These are specific characters to indicate a certain 
pronunciation. Some examples: ä, ö, ü, ë, â, ç, ß, å, Ñ, ó, æ.  

When comparing product or customer data in an automated system, the use of a soundexing mechanism, 
will not be able to successfully distinguish between all the European phonologic variations. Especially 
when diacritics are involved. There is a huge difference in sound between the product name Süßtrink and 
Subtrink. And in Scandinavia, nobody would consider linking the family names Hällström and Hallstrǿm. In 
Europe, a robust phrase converter is needed to process phonologic similarity and variety. Soundexing is 
too crude an instrument in a multilingual environment. 



CONCLUSION

Naturally, there are many more data and information quality aspects to consider when crossing the border. Think of 
different currency and date notation ($1B equals $ 1.000.000.000.000 in Europe and the date notation 0805 will be 
interpreted as the 8th of May), country-specific address and product standards (e.g. DIN A4) and the particular influence of 
compliance regulations (Basel II is perceived more important in Europe than Sarbanes-Oxley, for example). 

This brochure just gives a few examples to illustrate the data quality pitfalls that may and will be encountered when 
approaching the European market with too much of a US view. A sound go-to-market strategy includes building and 
managing knowledge of European data and information quality issues. For sure, one size does not fit all. 

 

For over 30 years, Human Inference is the 
European market leader in data quality 
solutions, with a strong customer base in the 
Benelux, Germany and the UK. The software 
solutions are based on natural language 
processing and contain a core of knowledge to 
provide our customers with the best solution 
possible. Our data quality solutions and 
expertise allow enterprises and governments 
to manage the quality of their customer data 
assets and create a single customer view to 
help comply with rules and regulations, 
enable operational excellence, and improve 
customer interaction. 
 
 
To learn more about Human Inference,  
please visit humanInference.com
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