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Principles of Postcoding

Addresses (including Postcodes)

A “label” used by the Post Office to 
deliver your mail
• Unambiguous 

• Ideally address as short as possible

• Dangerous PR to define boundaries

• People will “never” all use postally correct address

• Mailers do not want to “offend” recipients

• Ideally some control of address allocation
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Address Database Contents

• Address (7 Main Ave, Totley, Sheffield)

• Postally Not Req Data (Vanity, slang, local/old names, misspelling, etc) 

• Postcode (may have more than one)

• Profiling data (“Volvos and Golf Clubs”)

• Attributes (Electoral zone, Territorial Auth etc)

• Operational data (Walk, PO Box, Dely office etc)

• Location data

• Names  (Also potentially people profile, attributes etc)

• Product overlays
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What is a Postcode?

Simplified form of address
• Saves having to type/process/store the full address

• Video coding
• Rapid addressing

• OCR machine reading

• Unambiguous key for linking data

• Addresses change, Postcodes don’t (?)
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Postcode definition

• Structured / Unstructured

• Depth of coding

• Level of redundancy

• Alpha / Numeric

• Elements such as checksum

• Ranges reserved and excluded



Structure of the Postcode?
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What is a structured Postcode?

1 7 2 3 9 6 4 5

Area 17
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What is a structured Postcode?

1 7 2 3 9 6 4 5

Sub Area
176

Sub Area
173

Sub Area
179

Sub Area
170

Sub 
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What is a structured Postcode?

1 7 2 3 9 6 4 5

Sector
1723 Sector

1722

Sector
1728 Sector

1729

Sector
1726
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What is a structured Postcode?

1 7 2 3 9 6 4 5

17239645

17239646

17239647

17239654 17239657

17239652

17239655

17239649

17239656

17239653
17239651

17239650

17239658
17239659

17239648
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UK Postcode Structure

Area District Sector Unit DPS
PO            1                    3         AX         1A
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Key issues of code structure
• Maintenance

Structure development to be anticipated/predictable

Requires allocation of boundaries 

Redundancy and recoding (length and stability)

• Competition
Potential Cherry Picking?

• Customer Benefits
Can be analysed / manipulated without technology

Postcode winners and losers

• Operational benefits
Manual sortation using postcode

Errors in latter part of code still routed close to correct address

Easier to check and police



Depth of Coding
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Various levels
• Province 

• Town 

• Delivery Office 
Delivery office building blocks

• Walk
Walk building blocks

• Buliding

• Delivery stop

• Delivery point (DPID)

• Individuals
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Postcoding a road and cul de sac
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Postcoding a road and cul de sac
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Postcoding a road and cul de sac
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Postcoding a road and cul de sac
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UK Postcode Structure

Area District Sector Unit DPS
PO            1                    3         AX         1A
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Some advice

• Stability

• Link to geography not operation 

• Change is inconvenient and expensive with long lead times

• Level of automated sorting

• Use of house numbers/Address hygiene

• Technology development and availability

DO IT ONCE AND GET IT RIGHT!
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Northern Ireland Addressing and Postcode History

• 1970-1973 Northern Ireland Postcoded

• Road Naming and Numbering required

• Post Office undertook naming and 
numbering on behalf of local government

• Named Roads after townlands

• Fermanagh district council declined offer

• Rural Roads not named or numbered

• Townlands Postcoded in 1991
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Address Types

Mr Russel Pre 1970

Ballyrussel
Derrygonnelly
Enniskillen
County Fermanagh

Mr Russel Post 1970

14 Ballyrussel Road
Derrygonnelly
Enniskillen
County Fermanagh
BT93 6JL

Mr Russel Post 1970 two roads

23 Lough Road
Derrygonnelly
Enniskillen
County Fermanagh
BT93 6JJ

Mr Russel Post 1970 extended address

14 Lough Road
Ballyrussel
Derrygonnelly
Enniskillen
County Fermanagh
BT93 6JJ
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Northern Ireland
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Postcode Districts
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Co Fermanagh
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Postcode Sectors
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Sub Sector 



Principles of Postcoding

Ballyrussel

Carrigan

Ballyrussel

Straniff

Stranacally

Derrygiff

Wilson

Hudson Russel

Chambers

Russel
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Ballyrussel
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Derrygiff
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9
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Ballyrussel Road
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Ballyrussel

Carrigan
BT93 6AN

Ballyrussel
BT93 6JL

Straniff
BT93 6JT

Stranacally
BT93 6AF

Derrygiff
BT93 6HD

Wilson

Hudson Russel

Chambers

Russel
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9

8
7

6

Ballyrussel Road

BT93 6JJ

Wilson

Wilson Wilson
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Hudson
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Postcode Townland Issues

• Townland Postcoding doesn’t work where 
more than one postperson delivers

• Large area townlands contain too many 
properties

• Contravened established address 
management / postcoding rules

• Gave other councils precedent- started to 
stop road naming and numbering

• Propagates problems for emergency 
services, and postal services.
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Format

• Standard format

• Alphas offer shorter codes

• Alphas have pneumonic value/disadvantages

• Potential offence of some alpha combinations

• Some structure in the format assists

• Potential confusion with “other numbers”

• Most of the world adopted numeric approach

• Checksum?
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Alternatives

• Traditional Postcode (is there one?)

• Address key/record number

• Customer Bar Code

• Grid reference

• Email address

• X500

• Customer contract

• Personal Postcode



Postcode Take Up
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Approaches Available (address and/or 
Postcode)

• Directive

• Punitive

• Financial Compensation

• Discounting

• Free Market

• Major High Profile Launch
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Government to play a key role

• As a mailer

• As an advisor and influencer

• As a communication channel

• As an access channel

• As a case study

• “Joined up government”
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Corporate customers (incl Govt)

• Pareto effect

• Experience of database management

• Option of 121 contact and handholding

• “Me too” effect

• List selling
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Corporate Customer Benefits

Mailing Benefits

• Quality of Service

• Reliability

• Cost

• Cost effectiveness

• Database benefits 

Non Mailing Benefits

• Rapid addressing

• Location / Client identification

• Analysis

• Validation

• Appearing professional
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SMEs

• Significantly sized mailers in this group

• Cost benefit equation 

• Lower tech?

• Entrepreneurs vs short planning horizon

• Mailing a smaller part of their business?

• Lower experience?
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SME Benefits

• Mailing Benefits?

• Rapid addressing

• Location/Client identification

• Analysis

• Validation

• Appearing professional
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Social

• Consumers send significant volumes of mail to Businesses 

• Consumers are responsible for supplying their address to 
people who mail to them. 

• All business users are also social users.

• Activity to promote social usage supports corporate and SME 
messages
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Social Benefits?????

• Mail (including bills!) quicker

• Price stability (greater profits, linkage not direct)

• Easier life?
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Conclusions
• Lots of options

• Not a panacea

• Potentially large, complex multi organisational project

• Potentially long timescales and significant expense

• Despite technology still good reasons for a postcode

• These reasons will exist and increase for forseeable future

• Postcode much larger than postal automation

• Ireland has many of the key drivers

• An addressing strategy for Ireland designed for Ireland


