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The United States animal microchip system is a useful means for reuniting people with their 
pets, when there are no obstacles to prevent success.  To shelters and veterinarians presented 
with a lost pet, navigating the registries can feel like getting through a maze.  These obstacles 
represent many things one of which is the number of databases.  The major registries are not 
too hard to find, but then there are all those other 
databases out there.  Given an unknown number of 
databases, it is easy to imagine shelters with incomplete 
lists and never enough time to contact all of the registries 
they do know.  A lost pet registered with an unchecked 
registry will be classified as an unidentified pet.  
Competitive business interests can cause difficulties as 
well.  With individual registries protecting their own 
business interests, there is little incentive to develop 
efficient, all-inclusive search methods.  Today, some of the 
registries are a little closer to that scenario but there is a 
long way to go before achieving an all-in-one search 
capability.  In addition, some chip manufacturers’ practices 
cause dead end searches.  These transponder companies 
refuse to disclose information that would enable a chip to 
be tracked back to them or to their customers, thus causing that particular search path to dead 
end.  Different search paths may still save the day, but the pet owner has to choose their 
registries wisely and have some luck on their side too.   

This dysfunction led Check the Chip Inc. (originally called Chloe Standard) to a simpler 
procedure for pet owners and finders of lost pets.  Seven years after starting business, Check 
the Chip closed its doors in frustration, unable to accomplish its goal. (Lau, Entrepreneur finds 
pet microchip problem unsolvable.)  This “microchip maze” means that anyone who has lost or 
found a pet must struggle with a convoluted chip identification system that does not always 
successfully reunite pets and owners. 

Understanding the identification system will aid pet owners to improve the likelihood of 
reunification.  A little mastery of the system will also enable cat fanciers and pet owners to 
address legislative proposals that can further complicate the system.  This is an ongoing 
process as the animal microchip identification system is a fluid operation like any successful 
business.  Today’s issues give way to tomorrow’s concerns and fanciers must keep up with the 
changes affecting the system to stay on track. 

The Registration Process 

The individual’s role in the animal microchip identification system appears simple, at least 
initially.  Purchase the transponder, have it implanted, register the chip and keep the registry 
information current are the basic tasks.  Miss just one of these tasks and the system fails even 

Microchip, chip and 
transponder are used 
interchangeably in this 
article.  Database and registry 
are used interchangeably as 
well, except when referring 
to local databases 
maintained by shelters.  
Shelters may also include 
rescues, veterinarians and 
other finders of lost pets. 
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before the pet is lost.  So why are there so many registration failures?  While it was in business, 
Check the Chip tested an awareness campaign to assess customer awareness using 
educational kiosks in pet stores and discovered many people did not understand that the 
implantation process is separate from the registration process.  When questioned by Check the 
Chip, pet owners frequently responded they thought that their veterinarian, a pop-up microchip 
clinic or the shelter that sold the pet to them held their information. (Lau, Entrepreneur finds pet 
microchip problem unsolvable.)   

The work by the researchers at Ohio State University College of Veterinary Medicine, 
“Characterization of Animals with Microchips Entering Animal Shelters” (“Shelter Study”) mirrors 
the findings of Check the Chip. (Lord, Walter Ingwersen and Janet L. Gray)  In this study, 58.1% 
of the chipped animals for which the shelter contacted a microchip registry were registered, 
though that could be much higher due to registrations not being found by searchers.  When 
registrations were found, 17.2% of the registrations were in the name of a shelter or another 
group.  There are shelter customers who believe that shelters register the chip with a national 
registry in their name when the chip is implanted or an already chipped animal is released.  In 
addition, some shelters do maintain local databases for the pets they place that may also 
contribute to the idea some people have that the shelter has already taken care of the 
registration when they chipped the pet. (C.)  Other research suggests that some pet owners 
believe the chip is a global positioning system tracker and do not register their pet until it is lost.  
By the time the pet’s registration is recorded, the pet might be processed, scanned and 
processed as an unregistered pet. (Content and Gilbreath)  Because of this situation, some 
implanters are completing the initial registration on behalf of their customers. (Microchipping of 
Animals)   

Combining the implantation and registration processes will increase the successful completion 
of the registration, but this alone does not ensure that current, accurate contact information will 
be maintained.  In the Shelter Study, 35.4% of the registered animals had incorrect registrant 
information. (Lord, Walter Ingwersen and Janet L. Gray)  Similarly, Check the Chip discovered 
that many people did not know whom to contact to update their information. (Lau, Entrepreneur 
finds pet microchip problem unsolvable.)  Registries can help reduce the maintenance problem 
by sending periodic reminders to their registrants to update their information. (Lord, Walter 
Ingwersen and Janet L. Gray)  However, if the flaws in the registration process were the only 
obstacle to a reliable system, it would be an easier problem to fix. 

The Shared Code Companies 

Another factor contributing to the flawed system is the shared manufacturer code used by 
numerous companies.  The shared 900 code enables 
companies to sell International Standards 
Organization (ISO) standard compliant chips without 
a unique manufacturer code.  The 900 code makes it 
extremely difficult for a finder of lost animals to trace 
a chip to the manufacturer.  When a chip can be 
tracked to the manufacturer and the manufacturer 
has the pet owner’s up-to-date information on file, the 
microchip system has worked.  In fact, the 
manufacturer agrees to maintain a database in order 
to acquire a unique manufacturer code from The 
International Committee for Animal Recording. (Hogewerf)   

PetLink, HomeAgain, AKC, AVID and 
24Petwatch have been assigned a 
unique manufacturer’s code based 
upon their sales volume.  They may 
use this code with their ISO compliant 
chips. (The Microchip Maze- Buyer 
Beware (Part 1 – The 900 Chips)) 
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Even if a shelter were able to track down a 900 
chip to the manufacturer, the manufacturer may 
not be tracking the pet owner information.  
K9Microchips is a shared code company that 
does not provide traceability for the microchips it 
sells. (Please Read Prior To Purchase, Release 
of Liability Acknowledgement)  Another shared 
code manufacturer, Petstablished, does provide a 
database in which pet owners can register any 
chip.  Yet the 900 code does not lead a shelter to 
the Petstablished database.   

There are differing opinions about whether the 
problem is in the level of the service provided by 
those companies or in the existence of a shared 
code. (Lau, New entrants to pet microchip market 
draws critics)  Either way, it can be more difficult 
to find the pet owner information for shared code 
chips.  Cat fanciers and pet owners should 
decide if 900 code chips are worth the risk if it is 

ever necessary to find a lost pet in the current registration system. 

Multiple Databases 

Multiple databases also create obstacles in the U.S. pet registry system. (Lord, Walter 
Ingwersen and Janet L. Gray)  A pet owner can register any brand chip with any registry or 
multiple registries. (C.)  There are a variety of rate plans and services for a charge available to 
customers.  There are also an unknown number of free registries for owners who want the 
benefits of a microchip without the high fees. (Lau, New entrants to pet microchip market draws 
critics)  This number of options provides a consumer a variety of choices, but it is also creates 
more problems. 

Pet owners do not realize that the sheer number of registries is counterproductive to shelter’s 
operating procedures and undermines the technology's potential to increase the return to owner 
rates.  Figure 1 demonstrates how the shelter processes the registry searches assuming the 
lost pet does not have a current, legible collar and tag identification.  Figure 1.A. represents one 
of three possible scenarios that could fit within the dotted line box of figure 1.  In this case of 
multiple databases to search there is no mechanism to help the shelter identify the registry to 
initially search.  If the shelter happens to have a list of the unique codes or distinct chip formats 
identifying the associated manufacturer, the shelter should start its search with the manufacturer 
database.   

Moreover, given limited resources there are only so many databases that a shelter can check 
before listing the pet as unidentified.  Pet owners often do not know that there are many U.S. 
registries or that there is no requirement the databases have a common interface so that a 
shelter need only conduct one search.  This lack of a common interface or, better, a central 
database is another factor contributing to the pet identification failure rate. (Microchipping of 
Animals)   

 

K9MICROCHIPS: Release of Liability 
Acknowledgement states in part: 
 
Further, please understand that any company 
information acquired through business 
transactions, including contact information of 
company representatives (names, phone 
numbers, addresses, etc.), is restricted from 
being shared.  K9Microchips.com & its 
representatives are in no way obligated to 
assist anyone in any way that did not directly 
do business with K9Microchips.com.  We 
make no promise to keep information on 
who purchases microchips, nor to document 
which microchips are shipped to which 
customers.  

http://www.k9microchips.com/please-read-
k9m.html 
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American Animal Hospital Association (AAHA) 

To maximize the benefits of the microchip system, AAHA urges the chip industry to create an 
international integrated database.  Such a system would enable a single microchip search 
regardless of where or how the pet is registered. (Animal Identification and Microchipping 
Position Statement)  In the meantime, the AAHA has created the Microchip Pet Lookup Tool 
(“Lookup Tool”) for U.S. registries. (AAHA Universal Pet Microchip Lookup) Error! Hyperlink 
reference not valid. A chip requestor enters a code and the Lookup Tool searches the 
participating registries to determine if there is a matching code.  The Lookup Tool is not a 
registry though; it cannot access or disclose personal information preserving the privacy of the 
registrant. (FAQs for AAHA Universal Pet 
Microchip Lookup Tool)  Unfortunately, not 
all registries participate in the AAHA Lookup 
Tool. (Lau, New entrants to pet microchip 
market draws critics)  Even so, searchers 
access the Lookup Tool approximately 
66,000 times per month on average. (Lau, 
Entrepreneur finds pet microchip problem 
unsolvable)   

To visualize how the Lookup Tool improves 
the success rate of shelter database 
searches, replace Figure 1.A. with Figure 
1.B.  With one search, shelter personnel can 
determine if one of the participating 
companies has the registrant information for 
a particular animal.  If there is a match, the 
searcher receives the contact information of 
the participating registry with the most 
recent entry.  If there is not a match, the 
Lookup Tool may be able to return the 
identity and contact information of the 
manufacturer of the chip searched.  
Unfortunately, if that does not work the 
shelter returns to the situation of Figure 1.A. 

Figure 1.B. shows how the AAHA Tool 
would approach the efficacy of a central 
database if all registries participated.  Figure 
1.C. demonstrates how a central database 
would further streamline the process.  
However, a single registry in the U.S. would 
create other dilemmas.  Whether the 
government or a business or non-profit 
entity was to develop a central database, 
different issues would arise.  In any case, 
current registries will want to protect their 
own interests and users will want to have confidence in the system. 

Under the current system, though, there are certain things people should consider when 
choosing a registry or registries.  A pet owner should consider using at least one registry that is 
a participating company with the AAHA Pet Lookup Tool.  But, not all of the major registries 

How the AAHA Pet Lookup Tool works: 

If a registration is found within the participating 
company databases, it will return the registry 
contact information (images are from the Lookup 
Tool www.petmicrochiplookup.org).   

 
If multiple records are found, the most recent 
update is listed first.  If no registration is found 
among the participating databases, the tool will try 
to identify the manufacturer and provide the 
manufacture contact information to the requestor. 

 
If a chip registration is not found and the 
manufacturer is unidentified, the Lookup Tool will 
provide a list of possible registries to check.  

 
 

about:blank
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participate.  If not using a major manufacturer database, pet owners should check the registry 
regularly to ensure it is still in business. (Pabloskie)  They should check the availability of the 
registry, how to contact the registry, if the registry has live operators, the responsiveness of the 
registry and other services it may provide. (Guide to Choosing a Microchip Company)  Animals 
get lost every hour of every day and a shelter does not have days to wait for registry personnel 
to respond.  Therefore, pet owners and shelters need a registry with live operators answering 
phone lines and not just emails or web forms.  With a little homework, a pet owner can 
maximize the chances chip registries are the solution for their lost pet. 

The Database and Microchip System 

The U.S. pet microchip registry system identifies lost pets every day.  It also fails to live up to its 
full potential causing pets to fall through the cracks of the system.  To help caulk the cracks,   
AAHA has created a tool that simplifies the search for the owner of a found pet that is registered 
with one of the participating companies.  Even if all registries participated in the Lookup Tool, 
this would be only a partial solution.  There are still the issues with registering the chip and 
maintaining the registrant information.  Microchip implanters can help pet owners by taking care 
of the initial registration themselves and explaining to their clients how to update the 
registrations.  Registries can do their part to increase the likelihood pet owner information will be 
kept current.  Consumers also need to know about the database system and all of its nuances 
to maximize the success rate.   

The registries, technology and environment all contribute to the limitations in the system.  
Knowing the strengths and weaknesses of the system will enable cat fanciers and pet owners 
decide whether to chip their pets.  Legislation should not factor into this decision but often will.  
There are just too many issues to justify forcing the technology on pet owners through 
legislation, especially if it is coercive and punitive.  The burdens of microchipping legislation can 
be particularly difficult for a mobile population.  To understand and, possibly, respond to 
legislation, fanciers must know about the microchipping system as it is today and keep abreast 
of changes tomorrow.   
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