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Traceability defined

Traceability is the ability to verify sources and locations of product. It involves each trading 
partner collecting and maintaining product information that supports batch/lot or serial 
number visibility of the product’s movement through the distribution channel.

• Three levels of traceability:
• Internal traceability enables a business to link its internal process information to a 

unique product number, a batch/lot or serial number, and relevant dates (production 
date, best by date, etc.).

• External traceability communicates product identity, batch/lot or serial number, and 
relevant dates with transport information between trading partners, at least one 
level up and one level down the distribution channel.

• End-to-end traceability enables supply chain partners to identify automatically the 
direct source and direct recipient of specific traceable items at the batch/lot or 
serialized (item) levels from source supplier to point of consumption (e.g., 
restaurant).
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Key Findings: Traceability Capabilities

• Operators say they have better “External Traceability” than “Internal Traceability”
• 73% report that they can verify sources and locations of most or all items at batch/lot serial 

number level with trading partners, while only 50% say they can verify this data for most or 
all items in their own locations

• Few operators (16%) manage their own traceability data
• Only 43% indicate they have “end-to-end” traceability for most or all items.

• Larger chain operators report better traceability capabilities
• 90% of large chain operators (5000+ locations) report both internal and external lot-level 

traceability for most or all items
• 70-75% of medium and small chain operators report external traceability for most or all 

items, and only 50-60% report internal traceability for most or all items

• Over 90% of operators say they can acquire traceability information within 24 
hours; 55% can acquire in less than 4 hours
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Key Findings: Traceability Platforms and Tools

• More than 80% of operators utilize existing manufacturer or distributor systems (less 
than 20% using proprietary systems)

• Only 43% of operators indicate that they use barcodes at case levels or with lot/batch 
information
• Large operators are more than twice as likely to use barcodes than medium or small operators
• 60-70% of barcode users scan in-bound to distributor and in-bound to operator
• Only 9% of barcode users scan within restaurants

• Only 26% of operators indicate that they are using GS1 standards
• Large operators are more than three times as likely to use GS1 than medium or small operators
• GS1 adopters report that about half of their trading partners use GTINs (56%) and GLNs (41%), and 

about half of their products and systems utilize GS1-128 barcodes

• Only 9% of operators are using GLNs for their locations.  45% indicate they are planning 
to use
• None of the small operators indicate that they are using GLNs
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Sample includes a mix of small, medium, and 
large chains

38%

31%

20%

7%
4%

Number of Store Locations (Sample N = 101 Chains)

<100 Locations <1000 Locations <5000 Locations

<10000 Locations >10000 Locations
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What are the goals of your current strategy or 
approach to traceability?
• Common themes:

• Managing safety

• Verifying sources, quality, locations

• Accuracy and speed

• GS1 implementation

• Tracking from farm to table

• 100% traceability

• Vendor contact and control
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What is the biggest challenge you face in 
trying to achieve the traceability you need?
• Common themes:

• Getting supplier/distributor 
investment and compliance

• Justifying and controlling costs

• Adopting standards and uniform 
systems

• Getting the right people and tools

8



Traceability capability
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Threshold effect for traceability
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Internal vs external vs end-to-end traceability
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Data are mostly maintained by partners
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along with partners
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Large chains report slightly faster access to 
information
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Most chains rely on partner systems
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Large chains twice as likely to barcode
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Barcoding occurs mostly in the upstream 
supply chain



About half of products/transactions using 
GTINs
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Less than half of chains using GLNs
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Larger chains using GLNs more

Small Chains (<100 locations), Medium Chains (200 – 5000 locations), and Large Chains (>5000 locations)
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Most GLNs owned by chains


