
Common HS Code
Mistake

Why This Happens
General Rules
of
Interpretation

Real-World Risk / Audit
Impact

How to Correct or Prevent It

Relying on Section or
Chapter titles

Titles are mistaken
as legally
controlling

GRI 1
Incorrect heading
selection; frequent issue
in CF-28 reviews

Use titles only as guidance;
classification must be based on the
legal heading text and Notes

Skipping Section or
Chapter Notes

Notes are
overlooked or
misunderstood

GRI 1
Misclassification
findings; retroactive duty
exposure

Always review Notes first — they are
legally binding and control scope

Treating unfinished
goods as parts

Essential character
is misunderstood

GRI 2(a)
Higher duty rates;
exposure under Section
301 or 232

Determine whether the item already
has the essential character of the
finished product

Classifying CKD/SKD
shipments as parts

Focus is placed on
assembly effort
instead of product
identity

GRI 2(a)
Common audit trigger for
machinery, furniture, and
equipment

Ignore assembly complexity; classify as
the finished article when essential
character is present

Incorrect treatment
of multi-material or
combo products

Multiple headings
appear to apply

GRI 3(a), 3(b)
Misapplied duty rates;
frequent post-entry
corrections

Test specificity first, then identify the
component that gives the product its
essential character

Defaulting to “Other”
or basket provisions
too early

Analysis stops once
a convenient option
is found

GRI 1, GRI 3
Red flag in CBP audits;
seen as lack of due
diligence

Exhaust all specific headings and
document exclusions before using
basket provisions

Classifying based on
intended or
customer-specific
use

Importer use is
assumed to control
classification

GRI 1 (use-
based
provisions)

Principal-use challenges;
inconsistent treatment
across entries

Apply industry-wide principal use, not
individual customer or end-user intent

Treating durable
containers as
disposable packaging

Packing rules are
misapplied

GRI 5(a), 5(b)
Incorrect duty treatment;
frequent issue for racks,
reels, cylinders

Determine if the container is reusable
or separately classifiable

Comparing
subheadings at
different hierarchy
levels

One-dash and two-
dash logic is mixed

GRI 6
Invalid subheading
selection; statistical
reporting errors

Compare only subheadings at the same
hierarchical level

Ignoring Explanatory
Notes

ENs are viewed as
optional

All GRIs
(interpretive
guidance)

Weak audit defense;
higher likelihood of
adverse rulings

Use ENs to support inclusion, exclusion,
and classification logic

Using supplier-
provided HS codes
without validation

Codes are assumed
to be accurate

GRI 1
Liability remains with the
importer; audit exposure
increases

Independently review supplier
classifications against HTSUS rules

Failing to reassess
classifications when
products change

Legacy codes are
reused

GRI 1–6
Retroactive duty bills;
penalty risk under 19
U.S.C. §1592

Re-review classification when design,
materials, or function changes

The Most Common HS Code Mistakes That Trigger Audits

Reference: The official General Rules of Interpretation (GRI 1–6) are published as part of the Harmonized Tariff Schedule of
the United States (HTSUS): https://hts.usitc.gov/ This checklist is based on the General Rules of Interpretation (GRI 1–6) of
the Harmonized Tariff Schedule of the United States and common CBP audit findings.
Disclaimer: This resource is provided for educational purposes only. HS classification responsibility remains with the importer of record.
This material does not constitute legal or customs brokerage advice.

Need help reviewing lanes, products, or documentation?  📞 833-782-7628 Ext. 1
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HS Classification Audit Triggers

☐ Section or Chapter titles were used to justify the HS code
Titles are descriptive only and are not legally binding for classification.

☐ Section Notes or Chapter Notes were not reviewed
Notes define what is included or excluded and legally control classification scope.

☐ Incomplete or unfinished goods were classified as parts
Products that already have the essential character of the finished article may need to be
classified as complete goods.

☐ CKD / SKD shipments were declared as parts based on assembly effort
Assembly complexity does not control classification when essential character is present.

☐ Composite or multi-material products were not analyzed for essential character
When multiple headings apply, CBP evaluates which component gives the product its identity.

☐ “Other” or basket provisions were selected without exhausting specific headings
Basket provisions should only be used after all specific options are ruled out.

☐ Classification was based on how the importer or customer uses the product
Many headings rely on principal (industry-wide) use, not individual customer use.

☐ Reusable containers were treated as disposable packaging
Durable containers may require separate classification depending on use and design.

☐ Subheadings at different dash levels were compared
Only subheadings at the same hierarchical level can be compared.

☐ Explanatory Notes were not consulted to confirm inclusion or exclusion
ENs are not legally binding but are a primary interpretive reference used by CBP.

☐ Supplier-provided HS codes were accepted without independent review
Classification liability remains with the importer of record.

☐ HS codes were reused after product design, materials, or function changed
Any change to a product may require reclassification.
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Why These Issues Matter
These mistakes are among the most common triggers for CF-28 requests, CF-29 notices, post-entry
audits, and retroactive duty assessments, especially when combined with trade remedy tariffs.

When to Ask for Help

You should seek a classification review if any of the following apply:

 ☑ The product is unfinished, unassembled, or shipped in multiple components

 ☑ The product is made of multiple materials or performs multiple functions

 ☑ The HS code affects Section 301, Section 232, IEEPA, or other additional duties

 ☑ The product uses a use-based or principal-use heading

 ☑ You are relying on a supplier’s HS code without prior validation

 ☑ The HS code has never been formally reviewed or documented

 ☑ The product has changed since it was last classified

 ☑ CBP has issued a CF-28, CF-29, or audit notice

Early review helps reduce audit exposure, duty surprises, and downstream delays.

How CBP Classifies Products (Quick Overview)
CBP classifies imported products using a standardized legal framework that applies to all importers.
At a high level, CBP looks at:

What the product physically is — materials, construction, and function matter more than product
names or descriptions.
The General Rules of Interpretation (GRI 1–6) — these rules are applied in order and cannot be
skipped.
Section and Chapter Notes — these are legally binding and control what is included or excluded
from a heading.
Essential character — for unfinished, unassembled, or multi-component products, CBP evaluates
what gives the product its identity.
Principal use — for use-based headings, classification is based on industry-wide use, not a
specific customer’s intent.
Published guidance — Explanatory Notes and CBP rulings are used to support consistent
interpretation.

Even when a supplier provides an HS code, classification responsibility remains with the importer of
record, which is why periodic review is important.
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