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Introduction 

There has never been a more important time to ensure that the processes you have in place to manage 
data quality are robust. In light of the forthcoming GDPR regulations, many organisations are finding 
both the level of inaccurate data and the lack of compliant opt-in permissions are having a dramatic 
impact on their customer data; as databases dwindle in size due to the inability to maintain contact.  

Data decays at an alarming rate and presents one of the biggest challenges for UK businesses. In a 
typical year approximately 6.9 million people will move home, 600,000 will pass away and the Royal 
Mail will amend 90,000 and add nearly 500,000 new address records to its Post Office Address File. 
It’s not surprising that a customer database that is not well maintained will decay at a rate as high as 
30% per annum. 

Add to this the inevitable risk that the new GDPR requirement for compliant contact permissions will 
bring and the associated high penal fines for breaching the new legislation. Keeping data up to date 
and accurate and maintaining contact with your customers is absolutely paramount.   

Data suppression is key to maintaining accurate compliant data. Implementing the right data 
suppression strategy will improve data accuracy bringing with it the associated benefits of increased 
ROI and help to mitigate the risk of breaching the GDPR. But how do you ensure you get the right 
solution for your data?  

Our guide to data suppression provides everything you need to know in one handy guide. It includes 
helpful tips and an FAQ’s factsheet to help make file selection simple.  
 
We hope you find it useful. 
 
 
 
The Ark Team – The Data Quality Specialists  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  

10 % Of the UK adult population move 
home every year ** 

* Source iammoving.com 

** Source - ONS, Registrars of Scotland and Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency 
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Compliance with the GDPR
 
The GDPR’s requirements regarding data 
accuracy are crystal clear:  
 
Chapter 2, Article 5: ‘Principles relating to 
processing of personal data’   
‘Personal data shall be: 1d) accurate and, 
where necessary, kept up to date; every 
reasonable step must be taken to ensure that 
personal data that are inaccurate, having 
regard to the purposes for which they are 
processed, are erased or rectified without delay 
(‘accuracy’).’    
 
Holding records of deceased customers, or 
those that have moved home is completely at 
odds with these principles and could turn out to 
be a costly mistake. Out of date records could 
constitute a technical breach of the Regulation 
and incur penalties of 2% of global turnover or 
€10 million, whichever is greater. 
 
Using 3rd party Suppression services to remove 
deceased and gone-away customers is 
essential to maintaining data accuracy, and 
compliance yet many organisations are failing 
to suppress their data believing either that the 
legislation doesn’t apply to them, or that their 
internal processes are adequate to meet the 
compliance requirements. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It’s a risky assumption – and at worst could lead 
to a technical breach of GDPR with its hefty 
financial penalties. 
 
Some organisations rely solely on customer 
notifications of deceased and goneaways, but 
this strategy will not meet compliance 
requirements as not all deaths and moves are 
notified.  
 
Research shows that people moving home 
often only notify ‘essential’ suppliers of their 
change of address, and may take several 
months to do so. Many organisations who rely 
on notifications simply lose track of their 
customers.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“There seems to be a worrying 
lack of awareness that data 
accuracy is a legal 
requirement. It applies to 
everyone holding or 
processing personal data and 
must be complied with”. 
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This is further highlighted by research from The 
Office of National Statistics who estimate up to 
110 items of mail can be sent to a deceased 
individual in the 12 months after their death. 
 
This adds to the risk of identity fraud as 
criminals intercept mail and use the documents 
to apply for products in the name of the 
deceased or goneaway customer. Identity fraud 
is the fastest growing crime in the UK and costs 
circa £5.4bn* a year. 
 
And the impact isn’t only the increased risk of 
identity fraud and lost customer revenue, for 

example in the Financial Services sector 
goneaway customers often have policies that 
subsequently reach term and cannot be paid as 
the customer can’t be traced. This adds to the 
ever-growing unclaimed assets register which 
is estimated at £15 – 20bn.**   

Finally, some organisations naively believe 
suppression is only required if they mail 
customers.  Therefore, those that rely on email 
contact channels don’t update the physical 
address and if a customer passes away they 
simply aren’t aware of the fact.  

 
 
 
 

 

  

£ 20 
 
 

BILLION 

 

Estimated value of UK unclaimed 
assets 

* Source BBC news 
** Source Experian 

“Identity fraud is the fastest 
growing crime in the UK and 
costs the country circa £5.4 
billion a year”.  
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How to evaluate data suppression services 

 
Implementing the right suppression strategy 
brings a number of clear benefits;   Ensuring 
your customers are not upset by receiving 
marketing communications addressed to a 
deceased customer, limiting the risk of 
someone assuming the identity of a customer 
who has passed away or moved home, saving 
money on marketing campaigns and improving 
campaign performance. Not to mention the 
identification and rectification of inaccurate data 
forms a core part of the GDPR with companies 
risking large fines for non-compliance. 
 
There are a number of important questions 
companies should consider when evaluating 
their data suppression strategies and 
processes: 
 
When did you last review your suppression 
processes and strategies? 
If it’s been more than 3 years since your last 
suppression evaluation you should schedule a 
review. It’s important to check that your current 
strategy is still achieving its objectives or 
whether improvements and changes need to be 
made, particularly in light of compliance with 
GDPR. 
 
What customer (and prospect) data needs to 
be suppressed? 
This decision should be made at an enterprise 
rather than department level to ensure a 
consistent compliant strategy. For example, 
your marketing department may have different 
data quality/accuracy challenges than your 
customer services department.  In any case, 
with GDPR requiring all companies to hold and 
maintain only accurate information all 
departments within a company will benefit from 
an optimised suppression strategy.  
 
 
What does your current data suppression 
strategy look like? 
Your data suppression strategy is intrinsically 
linked to the types of data you hold, and how 
that data is being used by the business. 
Therefore, each company will have their own 
unique requirements.  

For example, a loyalty card company may 
choose to implement a deceased suppression 
strategy based on the recency of a customer’s 
purchase. If the customer has purchased 
recently (i.e. during the previous 6 months) they 
must be identified across several third-party 
suppression files before being flagged as 
deceased. However, customers whose last 
purchase was over 6 months ago need only 
match to a single file before being flagged. 
  
When managing Goneaway Suppression some 
businesses send direct mail to their customers 
and action any goneaways received through 
returned mail. We would advise against this 
strategy for several reasons; the company will 
only ever receive returned mail for a small 
percentage of the total goneaways, the costs to 
mail a customer will far exceed those to 
suppress them and mailing a customer who has 
goneaway exposes both parties to the risk of 
fraud taking place.  
 
My data suppression strategy is managed 
by our data partner – should I rely on them 
to implement the right suppression? 
Many companies rely on the services of trusted 
data partners to implement and maintain their 
customer database or system.  It is important to 
understand the decisions that were made to 
create your suppression strategies and when 
they were last reviewed.  If it’s been more than 
3 years, it’s time to re-evaluate.  
 
The GDPR requires organisations and 
individuals to understand what data is being 
held and how/why it is being processed. The 
person(s) responsible for data quality and 
accuracy within an organisation (usually the 
DCO) needs to understand in detail why a 
certain suppression strategy is being used, how 
the decision to use that strategy was arrived at 
and when it was last reviewed. Ignorance is not 
an acceptable excuse.  
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How do we know which suppression files 
we should be using? 
With a range of suppression files available on 
the market this is perhaps one of the more 
difficult questions you will need to answer. 
  
A comparison of all the deceased and 
goneaway suppression files available in the 
market is the only way to truly understand which 
combination of files will best achieve your 
objectives.  Although this may be time 
consuming it is an investment worth making. 
 
Even if you already use a suppression file and 
have a trusted brand that you are familiar with, 
it is still important to undertake a review. New 
suppression files enter the market and existing 
products change over time. It’s therefore 
important to regularly evaluate all the files 
available because not all suppression files are 
or remain the same.   
 
If you rely on a data agency or bureau most will 
offer their clients a wide range of suppression 
files. If yours doesn’t, can you be certain they 
are providing you with a comprehensive 
solution that meets the requirement laid down 
by the GDPR?  
 
When evaluating the various suppression files 
available we recommend you consider the  
following four key elements; Accuracy, 
Recency, Coverage and Size.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Data Accuracy 
Using inaccurate suppression data puts your 
business at risk of deleting customer records 
unnecessarily and incurring additional 
unnecessary costs.   
 
We would advise that you investigate how each 
suppression file owner compiles their file. Ask 
for evidence of the data sources used – are they 
volunteered data e.g. a deceased advice 
provided by a family member (if so possibly 
open to inaccuracies/human error) or sourced 
via a more robust method; such as data 
provided by FCA regulated organisations with 
stringent validation processes in place.  
 
It’s important to note that no suppression file will 
be completely free of errors, it’s therefore vital 
you understand the data’s provenance.  
 
The best way to check for accuracy is to screen 
a sample of your known active and deceased 
customer data to check if the file accurately 
identifies them or whether you believe the 
suppression file is over or under suppressing.  
For example, if someone has recently 
responded to a campaign but a suppression file 
believes they are deceased further 
investigation is required.  
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Care is needed here - it doesn’t necessarily 
mean the suppression data is inaccurate. For 
example, family members may assume the 
identity of a deceased person so they can carry 
on ordering through their account etc.  this 
would generate a suppression on the 
suppression file but an active customer in your 
database. However, these numbers should be 
relatively small, if you identify large numbers 
then it’s likely the file is inaccurate.   
 
Some suppression file suppliers will use 
‘confidence levels’ to highlight the level of 
certainty of a record on the file being deceased 
or goneaway.   However, The Ark do not 
advocate this approach, we do not feel it is 
necessary instead only adding records to our 
deceased or goneaway files after multi source 
validation that ensures its accuracy. We believe 
if a person appears on a suppression file they 
should be deceased or goneaway, and not a 
‘maybe’.                                                                                             
 
Data Recency and Coverage 
We would consider the recency and coverage 
of data the two most important factors (after 
accuracy) when choosing a suppression file.  
Always ask your supplier how often the file is 
updated and how recent are those additions?  
Suppression data that is months old will not 
keep your data accurate.  
 
File coverage is also very important. Always 
check if the files you are evaluating collect data 

across the whole of the UK, by all age ranges, 
wealth types etc.  Choosing the wrong file will 
limit your ability to identify inaccurate data.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
File Size 
Finally, when considering file size, bigger isn’t 
always better.  In fact, the overall size of a file 
means very little and is usually a factor of how 
old the data is (e.g. a file that has been in 
operation for a longer period of time will span a 
greater number of years and therefore contain 
more data).   
 
It’s important to understand how the 
suppression file works for your business, not 
how many records the file contains. i.e. Does 
the suppression file accurately identify the 
largest number of deceased and goneway 
records. Keep the focus on your current data, 
historical/legacy data matches may be useful 
but it’s your current data that inevitably matters 
most.  
 

  

“Some suppression file 
suppliers will use confidence 
levels to highlight the level of 
certainty of a record on the file 
being deceased or goneaway. 
However, The Ark do not 
advocate this approach” 
 

“The overall size of a file 
means very little and is usually 
a factor of how old the data is”.  
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Data Audit 
Whether you or your agency/bureaux carry out 
an audit of suppression files we would use the 
following as a check list: -  
 

• How is the data compiled – what sources 

are used – are they robust and do you 

understand the data provenance? Are the 

suppression files collected in a GDPR 

compliant manner and can this be 

evidenced? 

 

• How often are the files updated - monthly / 

weekly / daily / other? What percentage of 

the overall number of matches does each 

suppression file identify?  (This can be 

useful to identify the weaker files and 

narrow down the choice to one or more of 

the strongest performing files.)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• How accurate are the matches – check 

against your database to see whether you 

agree with the results of the screening 

exercise 

 

• Price – inevitably cost will be a key factor 

when choosing a file. It can be more cost 

effective to licence a file annually rather 

than paying on a cost per match basis so 

always ask the data owner or your agency 

/ bureaux to explain all cost options 

 

 

 

 

 
  

“Are the suppression files 
collected in a GDPR compliant 
manner and can this be 
evidenced?”  
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Frequently Asked Questions 

Is data suppression a key component of 
GDPR? 
Keeping personal data accurate and up-to-
date, and deleting or rectifying inaccurate data, 
is a compliance requirement, not a nice to 
have.  

Why do I need to evaluate my suppression 
data? 
A regular review process is required to ensure 
that your solution continues to deliver the most 
effective removal of deceased and goneaway 
data. The make-up and content of some files 
changes over time and new suppression files 
come on to the market every so often. An 
evaluation also provides an audit trail and 
demonstrates your commitment to data quality. 
After all, a lack of awareness of how your 
suppression strategy is performing is unlikely 
to be accepted as an adequate excuse for 
holding inaccurate data.  

Are all suppression files the same? 
No they are not. There will be a percentage of 
data that is common to all suppression files. 
It’s important for you to identify which files 
have the highest levels of unique data that 
match your database. You can then choose 
the best suppression file or combination of files 
to keep your data clean and compliant.  

Do I need more than one suppression file? 
This will depend on your data, however relying 
on a single suppression file rarely identifies all 
known deceased/goneaways and almost 

certainly will mean your database will contain 
inaccuracies.  An evaluation is the only way to 
test how clean your data is and identify which 
combination of suppression files is right for 
your business. 

How frequently should I review my 
suppression data? 
We recommend at least once every 3 years. 
Data files change as data sources enter and 
exit the market, therefore the sources that 
make up and are used to verify a file will 
change. If you’ve been using the same file for 
several years it may contain very different data 
today, than when it was first licensed. And that 
may mean it’s no longer effectively removing 
your deceased and goneaway customer data. 

How do I evaluate my suppression service 
that is provided by my agency?   
Most agencies will be happy to audit your 
customer data against the full range of files 
available, even if they are not currently used 
on your data, and typically there would be no 
charge to do so. They will share the results, so 
you can identify any ‘gaps’ and if necessary 
renegotiate licence fees / per match costs in 
line with the results of the review. 

My business is digital, do I need 
suppression? 
If your business holds or processes personal 
data you still have a legal requirement to keep 
it up-to -date and correct inaccuracies.  

 

 
 

To book a suppression evaluation for your data simply call us 
on 0370 334 1510 or email 2by2@ark-data.co.uk 
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About the Ark  

 
The Ark is one of the UK’s leading specialists in data quality. It helps both large 
and small organisations maintain their databases to the highest possible 
standards, enabling them to realise the full potential of data-driven marketing, 
combat identity fraud and comply with data governance regulations such as the 
GDPR.  
 
Since 2003, The Ark has pioneered the development of suppression software tools 
that flag records of deceased customers and update those of home-movers. The 
National Deceased Register (NDR) and Re-Mover data files are widely regarded 
as the most comprehensive, up-to-date and accurate on the market. The Ark’s 
leadership team is dedicated to bringing further enhancements and innovation to 
suppression services, guided by the principle that an organisation’s strategic 
decision-making and overall business success is defined by the quality of its data.  
 
Many organisations, across a wide range of industry sectors license our 
suppression files, including retail, financial services (banks, insurance), utilities, 
travel & leisure, charities and all the major data processing bureaux in the UK. 
 
The Ark  
Unit 1, The Old Barn 
Wicklesham Lodge Farm 
Faringdon 
Oxfordshire 
SN7 7PN 
 

www.ark-data.co.uk 
2by2@ark-data.co.uk 
0370 334 1510 

 
 

https://www.google.co.uk/maps/place/Faringdon,+Oxfordshire+SN7+7PN/@51.6489184,-1.5711975,16z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x48714af13e9253f7:0x919df00a6ea128e6!8m2!3d51.6451583!4d-1.5735706
http://www.ark-data.co.uk/
mailto:2by2@ark-data.co.uk

