
Getting Started with UPC Codes: A Step-by-Step 

Overview for Retail 

A practical guide for apparel brands, designers, and growing retailers 

 

Even Small Brands Use UPC Codes 

(Yes, even if you’re working out of your garage) 

UPC codes aren’t just for big national retailers. Small boutiques, startup designers, and 

independent brands use UPC barcodes every day — often without realizing how much they help. 

Even at a small scale, UPC codes can: 

• Organize products and variations 

• Improve inventory tracking 

• Reduce pricing and labeling errors 

• Make checkout easier for retailers using barcode scanners 

Many independent boutiques already use point-of-sale systems that support barcode scanning. 

Providing UPC-coded price tags makes your products easier for them to receive, manage, and 

sell. 

UPC codes also help future-proof your brand. If you later expand into wholesale, online 

marketplaces, or larger retail programs, your product data is already structured correctly. 

 

What a UPC Code Is (and How It’s Structured) 

A UPC (Universal Product Code) is a standardized 12-digit number represented by a barcode and 

used to identify products at retail. 

Those 12 digits are not random. They follow a defined structure that retail systems rely on for 

accuracy. 

• The first portion of the UPC is associated with a company or number block, which helps 

identify who the UPC is assigned to 



• The middle digits identify the specific product 

• The final digit is a calculated check digit used to verify accuracy during scanning 

Why the check digit matters 

The last digit in a UPC is not random. It is mathematically generated from the other digits in the 

code. 

Retail scanners use this check digit to confirm that the barcode has been read correctly. If the 

calculation does not match, the barcode will fail to scan — even if it looks fine visually. This built-

in error checking helps retailers catch misprints, incorrect numbering, or formatting issues before 

they cause problems at checkout or during inventory processing. 

Together, this structure allows retailers to scan products reliably, associate them with the correct 

product data, and reduce errors across retail systems. See the links below for an easy-to-use 

check digit calculator. 

 

Do You Need GS1 UPC Codes? 

This is one of the most common questions brands ask, and the answer depends on where you 

plan to sell. 

Many national retailers require UPCs issued through GS1, the organization that manages global 

barcode standards. GS1 assigns company prefixes to ensure UPC numbers are unique worldwide. 

However, not all retailers require GS1-issued UPCs. 

Some small boutiques and independent retailers: 

• Use internal inventory systems 

• Assign their own product numbers 

• Accept UPCs created for internal use 

The most important step is confirming retailer requirements before assigning UPCs. What works 

for a local boutique may not meet the requirements of a national retail program. 

 

 

 



Internal UPCs, GS1 UPCs, and Purchased UPC Numbers 

Brands often ask about alternatives to GS1, especially when just getting started. 

Internal UPCs 

In some cases, retailers will accept internally generated UPC numbers for inventory tracking and 

point-of-sale use. These UPCs function correctly within that retailer’s system but are not 

registered through GS1. 

Purchased UPCs 

Some brands choose to purchase UPC numbers from third-party websites. These UPCs may scan 

and function, but they are not officially registered to your brand through GS1 and may not be 

accepted by all retailers — especially larger national chains. 

The key takeaway 

There is no single solution that works for every brand. The best approach is always to: 

1. Confirm retailer requirements 

2. Decide whether GS1 is required 

3. Choose the UPC method that fits your current and future goals 

Understanding these differences upfront helps prevent rework later. 

 

Step-by-Step: How to Get Started with UPC Codes 

Step 1: Confirm Retailer Requirements 

Before assigning UPCs, confirm: 

• Whether GS1 UPCs are required 

• Whether internal UPCs are acceptable 

• Any barcode size or placement requirements 

Getting clarity early saves time and cost. 

 

Step 2: Decide on Your UPC Strategy 

Based on retailer requirements, decide whether you will: 



• Register with GS1 

• Use internal UPCs for limited retail use 

• Transition to GS1 later as you scale 

Many brands start small and evolve as their retail footprint grows. 

 

Step 3: Assign Unique UPC Numbers 

Each product variation should have its own UPC, including: 

• Different sizes 

• Different colors 

• Different styles 

Maintaining a simple spreadsheet to track UPC assignments helps prevent duplication and errors. 

 

 

Step 4: Generate Barcode Symbols Correctly 

Once UPC numbers are assigned, they must be converted into properly formatted barcode 

symbols. 

Barcode size, contrast, spacing, and placement all affect how reliably a barcode scans at retail 

checkout. 

 

 



At Rapid Tags, we specialize in generating and printing retail-ready barcodes using professional 

barcode and variable-data software designed specifically for retail environments. Our systems 

ensure barcodes are produced at the correct size, with proper spacing and contrast, so they scan 

consistently on finished tags and labels. 

 

This is especially important for apparel tags and labels, where folds, seams, and materials can 

impact scan performance if barcodes are not created correctly. 

 

Step 5: Review and Approve Before Production 

Before moving into full production, it’s important to review and approve barcode placement and 

formatting on sample tags or proofs. 

Confirming accuracy at this stage helps ensure finished retail tags scan reliably and prevents 

issues at checkout or during inventory intake. 

 

Common UPC Mistakes to Avoid 

Many UPC problems don’t appear until products reach the sales floor. Common mistakes include: 

• Reusing the same UPC for multiple products 

• Changing product details without updating UPC data 

• Printing barcodes at incorrect sizes 

• Placing barcodes too close to seams, folds, or edges 

Retail systems flag these issues quickly, which can delay onboarding or disrupt sales. 

 



How UPC Codes Are Used on Retail Tags and Labels 

Once UPCs are assigned correctly, they are used across retail labeling, including: 

• Retail price tags and hang tags 

• Barcode labels 

• Combined UPC + RFID tags 

• RFID pressure-sensitive labels 

Even in RFID programs, UPCs remain critical for human-readable identification and point-of-sale 

integration. Correct UPC setup supports every downstream labeling decision. 

 

What Comes Next 

UPC codes don’t need to be complicated, but they do need to be accurate. 

Whether you’re selling to a single boutique or preparing for larger retail programs, setting up 

UPCs correctly from the beginning helps your brand operate smoothly and scale with confidence. 

Once your UPCs are in place, the next step is producing retail-ready tags and labels that meet 

retailer requirements and scan reliably in real-world environments. 

If you have questions about UPC setup, barcode formatting, or retail tag production, Rapid Tags’ 

printing service bureau is here to help. 

 

Helpful Resources 

• GS1 Barcode Standards – www.gs1.org/standards/barcodes 

• Rapidtags Retail Price Tags & RFID Printing Services – www.rapidtags.com/retail-price-

tags-rfid 

• GS1 UPC Check Digit Calculator – www.gs1.org/services/check-digit-calculator 

 

       Need help? Contact us at sales@rapidtags.com or call    877-438-8247. 
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