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Common Database Field Guidelines 

 

Have you ever needed to capture fields in a database that seemed like pretty common fields? 

Are there fields that are used to identify people (names, addresses), or capture financial amounts? 

Surely there would be some standards or guidelines on these fields, right? 

That’s what this guide is. It’s a set of guidelines for commonly used database fields. 

I use the term “guidelines” because I believe these should be used as a starting point, or a basis of 
discussion with your team, to say “here’s what I have found, do we have a better option?” 

I don’t use the word standards or best practices, because it’s very dependent on requirements. 

 

A Disclaimer – Check Your Requirements First 
 

These guidelines serve as a starting point for your database design. 

But first, you need to know what your requirements are. 

What do you need this data for? What system are you building? Is it local to your country or 
international? 

Just because these fields are common fields, doesn’t mean that the applications use the data in the 
same way as other applications. There are different requirements and rules which mean your design 
might be different. 

 

What’s Included 
 

So, if you have your requirements, you can move on to the next part. 

In these guidelines, I include: 

● Names of people 
● Address 
● Email address 
● Money 
● Phone number 
● IP Address 

For each of these pieces of information, I include: 

● Specific fields (if more than one exists) 
● An ERD if required 
● Possible solutions to consider, depending on your requirements 
● Data types and suggested maximum lengths 
● Additional considerations for the data types 

Let’s get into it! 
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Names of People 
 

We’re starting with one of the more difficult things to store. 

Names are difficult to get right. 

You might think that people have first names and last names, and that’s it, especially if you live in an 
English-speaking country.  

However, many countries and cultures around the world have different conventions for their 
names. 

A popular article details many issues with names we might not know about. 

Falsehoods Programmers Believe About Names: 

http://www.kalzumeus.com/2010/06/17/falsehoods-programmers-believe-about-names/ 

What does this mean for us, if we want to store names? 

We have a few options. Note that none of the fields are required. 

Option 1: Full Name 
We can store a single field for the person’s name. 

Full Name: NVARCHAR2(200) 

 

Option 2: Full Name and Preferred Name 
We can store a single field for the person’s name, as well as a preferred name. This preferred name 
might be useful if we send official correspondence as their “full name” and have a display name for 
the application or emails. 

Full Name: NVARCHAR2(200) 

Display Name: NVARCHAR2(200) 

 

Option 3: First and Last Name 
If we need to store two names, we can do so. 

First Name: NVARCHAR2(200) 

Last Name: NVARCHAR2(200) 

Because different cultures use different values for these names (some might not have a “last name”, 
for example), the application should consider this when choosing how to label them. 

 

I would start with Option 1 (just the Full Name), but depending on your requirements, this may 
change. 
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Considerations: 

● The fields should be Unicode to handle all kinds of characters 
● The field should accept special characters such as apostrophes and hyphens. This can be 

done successfully without exposing SQL injection risks. 
● 200 characters for each field should be enough, and given that it is a variable-length string, 

there is no extra storage for extra maximum sizes. 

 

Address 
 

Like names of people, addresses are another field that depend on locations. 

So, first of all, determine your requirements. If you’re just dealing with a single country, it’s easier. 
But if you’re setting up an application to be used worldwide, it means you need to be more flexible. 

Here are the fields and lengths that I recommend: 

House and Unit Number: NVARCHAR2(20) 

This could contain letters and other punctuation. It could also contain two numbers, e.g. 
“10125-10129” 

Address Line 1: NVARCHAR2(500) 

Address Line 2: NVARCHAR2(500) 

I’ve chosen line 1 and line 2 instead of street names and suburbs here, because they are more 
flexible with different countries. 

Not all destinations have a suburb, county, or shire. Some have multiple. 

The length of 500 characters should be enough to capture this. 

City: NVARCHAR2(200) 

The length of 200 is enough to capture city names. 

Region or State: NVARCHAR2(200) 

Postal Code: NVARCHAR2(20) 

Not all countries have a postal or zip code, and some countries have letters in theirs. 

Country: VARCHAR2(2) 

This should capture the ISO code for a country. The country name should be joined as a separate 
table, where the Country Name field is VARCHAR2(200). 

 

I recommend storing the address details in a separate table to your “person” record (or user, 
employee, customer, company, contact). This is because addresses can change, and people may have 
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multiple addresses (physical, billing, delivery). An Address Type table could be created to store 
these address types, and linked to a joining table, as a person may have many addresses, and an 
address may belong to many people. 

 

Considerations: 

● Separate the Address data into another table. 
● Avoid editing addresses for a user, as “addresses” fundamentally don’t change, the “address” 

linked to a user changes. You may also need to keep addresses for historic purposes (linking 
to old orders, for example). 

 

An ERD for a possible user and address table could look like this: 

 

 

Email Address 
 

The email address can be one of the easiest fields to store data for, because it’s a known standard. 

RFC 3696 (http://www.rfc-editor.org/errata_search.php?rfc=3696&eid=1690) states that the 
maximum length of an email address is 320 characters. 

This includes: 

● 64 characters for the local name or username (before the @ symbol) 
● 1 character for the @ symbol 
● 255 characters for the domain (after the @ symbol) 
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So, that’s good news. 

There are two options for storing email addresses. 

Option 1: Single Field 
Email Address: VARCHAR2(320) 

This stores the entire email address in a single column. 

 

Option 2: Two Fields 
Local Name: VARCHAR2(64) 

Domain: VARCHAR2(255) 

This stores the local name and domain in separate fields. It allows the application to construct the 
email address as needed, and allows you to easily analyse the components separately, if needed. 

 

Option 3: Separate Table 
Local Name: VARCHAR2(64) 

Domain ID: NUMBER as a foreign key 

Domain: VARCHAR2(255) 

The third option may be better for performance and more normalised. Instead of storing the same 
domain name in the table millions of times, you could create a numeric foreign key, and link it to a 
Domains table. This could improve performance. 

An ERD for this option would be: 

 

 

Money 
 

With money or any value that stores currency, the general guideline is 15.4. This means: 

Money Value NUMBER(19, 4) 

The maximum value for this would be 999,999,999,999,999.9999 
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Which is just under 1 quadrillion (1,000 trillion). 

It also allows 4 decimal places to avoid any rounding errors you might have. 

Another way of storing the data is to store the base value in the currency. For example, storing a US 
dollar as cents and not dollars. 

This means a value of 2000.00 would be 2000 cents, or 20 dollars. 

The need for this depends on your requirements. Of course, the application could do a translation as 
required. 

 

Considerations: 

● Consider using 4 decimals instead of 2 to avoid rounding issues. 
● Don’t use floating point numbers. Use NUMBER. 

 

 

Phone Number 
 

Phone numbers are actually not numbers, they are a set of digits used to identify a phone. 

As such, they should be stored as character values. Storing a phone number as a number will trim 
zeroes and may cause other issues. 

The recommended approach is: 

Phone Number: VARCHAR2(25) 

The longest phone numbers are 15-20 characters. A length of 25 is enough. 

 

Considerations: 

● Leave the formatting of the numbers up to the application. It’s up to the application if they 
want to handle area codes, prefixes, and extensions. 

 

IP Address 
 

When storing IP addresses, you have two options. 

Option 1: Character 
IPv4 Address: VARCHAR2(15) 

IPv6 Address: VARCHAR2(50) 
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This method stores the two IP address formats in different fields, and allows for directly storing the 
numbers and punctuation that comes with it. 

IPv4 is 4 groups of 3 digits plus 3 periods = 15 characters. 

IPv6 is 8 groups of 4 characters, with 7 colons in between, with some extra characters for IPv6 
features, bringing the maximum to 46 characters. 

Option 2: Number 
IPv4 Address: NUMBER(38) 

IPv6 Address: NUMBER(38) 

Using this option, you store the IP addresses as their numeric format, and use application code to 
convert the IP addresses to a readable and recognisable format. 

My preference is to use Option 1 (the character approach). 

 

 

So, those are some guidelines on common fields used in databases. 

If you have any questions or feedback, let me know at ben@databasestar.com 

Thanks! 

 

Ben Brumm 
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