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HOW TO USE A TRACKING
NUMBER: THE COMPLETE GUIDE
TO FOLLOWING YOUR PACKAGE

Few  things  in  the  modern  shopping
experience  create  quite  as  much
anticipation  as  waiting  for  a  package.
Whether  it  is  a  long-awaited  birthday
gift,  a critical business document, or a
new gadget you ordered at 2 AM, the
moment you receive that email  with a
string  of  digits  and  letters,  something

shifts.  You  are  no  longer  just  waiting.
You now have the power to know exactly
where your item is at almost any given
moment. That string of digits and letters
is  your  tracking  number,  and  learning
how  to  use  a  tracking  number
effectively  can  transform  your  shipping
experience from a passive wait into an
active, informed process.
Yet,  despite how common these codes
have become, many people only use a
fraction  of  their  potential.  They  might
copy the number into a search bar once
and leave it at that. There is so much
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more to uncover. Understanding how to
use a tracking number means knowing
where to look, which tools to use, how to
interpret the status updates, and what to
do  when  something  goes  wrong.  This
guide will walk you through every step of
that journey, turning you into an expert
tracker.

WHAT EXACTLY IS A TRACKING
NUMBER?

Before  diving  into  the  mechanics,  it
helps  to  understand  what  you  are
actually  looking at.  A  tracking number
(sometimes  called  a  tracking  code  or
reference  number)  is  a  unique  identifier
assigned to a parcel or mail item. Think
of  it  as  a  digital  fingerprint  for  your
shipment.  Every  time  the  package  is
scanned at a new facility, loaded onto a

truck, or delivered, that scan is linked to
your unique number.
Tracking  numbers  vary  in  length  and
format  depending  on  the  carrier.  For
example, a United States Postal Service
(USPS)  tracking  number  typically
consists of 20 to 22 digits, while a FedEx
number might be 12 or 15 digits long
with letters mixed in. The structure is not
random; each number carries  encoded
information about the service type, the
origin, and the destination.
Knowing how to use a tracking number
starts with recognizing that this code is
the key to a real-time data stream. It is
not just a static ID. It is a live connection
to the logistics network.
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WHERE TO FIND YOUR TRACKING
NUMBER

One of the most common hurdles people
face is simply locating the number in the
first place. The reality is that carriers and
retailers  want  you  to  find  it,  but  it  can
sometimes  be  buried  in  a  confirmation
email or order page. Here are the most
reliable places to look:

Shipping Confirmation Email:
This is the most common source.
The subject line often includes
words like "Shipped," "On Its Way,"
or "Tracking Information." The
tracking number is usually
displayed prominently in the body
of the email, often accompanied
by a direct link or a "Track
Package" button.

Order History on the Retailer's
Website: Log into your account
on the website where you made
the purchase. Navigate to your
order history or "My Orders"
section. Click on the specific order
you are waiting for. The tracking
number should be listed there,
usually alongside the shipment
status.
Physical Receipt or Shipping
Label: If you dropped off a
package at a post office or
shipping center yourself, the
tracking number will be printed on
your receipt. If you are expecting a
package from someone else, ask
them to send you a picture of the
shipping label. The number is
typically at the bottom or along
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the side of the label.
Text Message or Push
Notification: Many retailers and
carriers now offer alerts via text or
app notifications. If you opted in,
the tracking number might have
been sent directly to your phone.
Customer Support: If you have
exhausted all other options and
still cannot find the number,
contact the sender or the carrier's
customer support team. They can
look up the shipment using your
name, address, and order number.

HOW TO USE A TRACKING
NUMBER: THE STEP-BY-STEP
PROCESS

Now that you have the number in hand,
let us walk through the actual process.

The  steps  are  remarkably  simple,  but
each  method  offers  different  levels  of
detail and convenience. This is the core
of  how to  use  a  tracking  number
effectively.

Step 1: Choose
Your Tracking
Platform
You have several  options for  where to
enter  your  tracking  number.  The  best
choice depends on your preference and
the level of detail you want.

The Carrier's Official Website:1.
This is the most reliable source. If
you know the carrier (UPS, FedEx,
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USPS, DHL, etc.), go directly to
their website. Look for a search
bar labeled "Track," "Track &
Trace," or "Track a Package." This
method gives you the most
accurate and comprehensive
updates directly from the source.
The Retailer's Website or App:2.
Many large retailers like Amazon,
Walmart, or Zappos have their
own tracking portals. They pull
data from the carrier and present
it in a user-friendly format, often
with estimated delivery dates and
timelines. This is convenient
because you do not need to
remember the carrier name.
Third-Party Aggregator Sites:3.
Websites like ParcelApp, 17TRACK,
or AfterShip allow you to input any

tracking number, and they
automatically detect the carrier
and show you the status. This is
extremely helpful if you have
packages from multiple carriers
and want to track them all in one
place.
Mobile Apps: Carrier apps (like4.
the USPS or UPS app) and third-
party tracking apps can send you
push notifications every time your
package is scanned. This is the
most proactive way to stay
informed.

Step 2: Enter the



6

6 How To Use A Tracking Number 2025-11-07

Number
Correctly
This step sounds obvious, but it is where
many  people  make  mistakes.  When
entering  your  tracking  number,  pay
attention  to  the  following:

No spaces: Tracking numbers do
not contain spaces. If your number
is written as "1Z 999 AA1 01 2345
6784," enter it as
"1Z999AA10123456784." Remove
any spaces or dashes.
Case sensitivity: Some carriers,
especially international ones, are
case-sensitive. If letters are
uppercase, enter them uppercase.

If lowercase, enter them
lowercase.
Check for look-alike
characters: The number "0"
(zero) and the letter "O" can be
confusing. Similarly, "1" (one) and
"I" (uppercase i) or "l" (lowercase
L) can cause errors. Double-check
the original source carefully.
Copy, do not retype: If possible,
copy the tracking number from the
email or website and paste it into
the tracking field. This eliminates
the risk of manual typos.

Step 3: Interpret
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the Status
Updates
Once  you  hit  "Track,"  a  list  of  status
updates will appear. These updates tell
you the story of your package's journey.
Learning how to read them is a critical
par t  o f  how  to  use  a  tracking
number .  Here  are  some  common
statuses  and  what  they  really  mean:

Label Created / Shipment
Information Received: The
sender has printed a shipping label
and notified the carrier, but the
package has not yet been handed
over or physically scanned. This
does not mean the package is in

transit yet.
Picked Up / Accepted: The
carrier has physically received the
package from the sender. The
tracking timeline now officially
begins.
In Transit / En Route: This is the
broadest status. It means the
package is moving through the
carrier's network. It may be on a
truck, a plane, or at a sorting
facility. The exact location may or
may not be visible at this stage.
Arrived at Facility / Processed
at Hub: The package has arrived
at a specific sorting center or
distribution hub. These scans are
often accompanied by a city and
state, giving you a clearer picture
of the route.
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Departed from Facility: The
package has left the facility and is
on its way to the next stop. This is
a good sign that things are
moving.
Out for Delivery: The package is
on a delivery vehicle and is
expected to be delivered that day.
This is the status you want to see.
Delivered / Left at Front Door /
In Mailbox: The package has
been delivered to the address on
file. If you have not received it,
check with neighbors, building
management, or the carrier
immediately.
Delivery Attempted / Notice
Left: The driver attempted
delivery but could not complete it.
This often happens if a signature is

required and no one was home. A
notice was likely left at the door.
Return to Sender: The address
was invalid, the package was
refused, or delivery was not
possible. The package is heading
back to the sender.

USING TRACKING NUMBERS FOR
DIFFERENT MAJOR CARRIERS

While the basic principle of  entering a
number  into  a  tracking  tool  applies
universally,  each  carrier  has  its  own
nuances.  Understanding  these
differences will  help you master how to
use a tracking number across various
services.
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USPS (United
States Postal

Service)
USPS  tracking  numbers  are  typically
20-22  digits  long  and  often  start  with
specific  letters  like  "9400"  or  "9200."
USPS  offers  several  levels  of  tracking.
Priority  Mail  Express  includes  detailed
tracking with delivery confirmation and a
money-back  guarantee.  Standard  First-
Class  Mail  may  only  show  limited
tracking (acceptance and delivery). You
can track on the USPS website or use the
USPS  mobile  app.  USPS  also  offers
Informed Delivery, a free service that
sends you daily email previews of your

mail and packages.

UPS (United
Parcel Service)
UPS  tracking  numbers  are  usually  18
characters  long  and  begin  with  "1Z,"
followed by a combination of  numbers
and letters. The UPS tracking system is
very  detailed.  You  can  see  the  exact
time  a  package  was  scanned,  the
weight, and even the number of pieces
in a shipment. UPS My Choice is a free
membership  that  gives  you  proactive
alerts  and  the  ability  to  reschedule
deliveries or give delivery instructions to
the driver.
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FedEx
FedEx tracking numbers are typically 12
or 15 digits long. Some older numbers
may  be  22  digits.  FedEx  offers  a  robust
online tracking portal with detailed proof
of  delivery,  including the name of  the
person who signed for  it  (if  required).
FedEx Delivery  Manager  allows you to
customize  delivery  options,  such  as
holding  the  package  at  a  location  or
scheduling a delivery window.

DHL
DHL tracking numbers are often 10 digits
long,  though they  can  vary.  DHL  is  a
major carrier for international shipments.
Their  tracking  system  is  excellent  for

cross-border  parcels,  showing  customs
clearance events and international hand-
offs. DHL also offers a feature called On
Demand  Delivery,  which  lets  you
change  the  delivery  address,  date,  or
location for an incoming shipment.

Amazon Logistics
(AMZL)
If you order from Amazon, your package
may be delivered by Amazon's own fleet.
Tracking numbers for Amazon Logistics
often look like "TBA" followed by a series
of  digits.  You  can  track  these  on  the
Amazon website or app, where you can
see a map showing the delivery driver's
route  in  real-time.  This  is  one  of  the
most  advanced  tracking  experiences
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available.

WHAT TO DO WHEN TRACKING
INFORMATION IS NOT UPDATING

Even when you know exactly how to use
a tracking number, there are times when

the information stops flowing. A package
might show "In Transit" for three days
without  a  new  scan,  or  it  might  say
"Label Created" for a week. This can be
frustrating,  but  it  does not  necessarily
mean  your  package  is  lost.  Here  are
several reasons this happens


