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Primary and Foreign Keys: 

Definitions and Naming Conventions

Introduction

A relational database

“n. … stores information in tables….In conducting searches, a relational database matches information from a field in one table with information in a corresponding field of another table to produce a third table that combines requested data from both tables ….”
- Microsoft Press Computer Dictionary, Third Edition
Primary and foreign keys play essential roles in data search capability of a relational database.

Purpose

The purpose of this document is to provide definitions, naming standards, and examples of primary and foreign keys.
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Definitions and Naming Conventions

When an entity model is translated into a physical data model, the entities are converted to tables, and each attribute becomes a column in the tables.  

Primary Key

The primary key is the column or combination of columns that uniquely identifies one row from any other row in a table. The physical manifestation of the primary key is an index in the database. 

As a database object, this index has a name, composed of three parts in the following order:
1. The category word “PK”, indicating its primary key feature. 

2. The name of the associated table where the primary key resides.

3. An optional column description.

Example:

The primary key of the table T_APPLN is PK_T_APPLN. 

Foreign Key

A foreign key is a column or a combination of columns whose values match the primary key (PK) of another table. A foreign key (FK) does not have to be unique and often has a many-to-one relationship with a primary key. A foreign key name is composed of three parts in the following order:
4. A Category word of “FK”, indicating its foreign key feature. 

5. The name of the table where the foreign key resides, or a unique abbreviation of the table name.

6. The name of the table where the corresponding primary key of the foreign key resides.

7. An optional description / identifier.

Example:

A foreign key in table T_APPLN that matches the primary key of the table T_CASE is FK_T_APPLN_T_CASE.  










