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COMMON EXCEPTION ITEMS IN CHECK PROCESSING

®

MICR Misread

Causes 
Low-quality printing with weak or no magnetic ink.

MICR characters that have been physically worn, scuffed, 
creased, written over, or otherwise damaged.

Typically Found 
Weak or missing MICR signals on self-printed checks, or 
checks ordered from online discounters.

Physical damage randomly among checks and money 
orders in general.

Occurrence 
Up to 2% of items scanned

Typical Outcomes
Most often generates a simple “can’t read,” or a 
mismatched digit if being simultaneously checked with 
optical character recognition (OCR). These require a few 
seconds of re-keying by the operator.

Occasionally, a poor magnetic signal can be interpreted as 
a valid but incorrect digit, leading to severe problems such 
as incorrect account numbers (see below).

Comments
The most common, and fastest-growing, cause of MICR issues are checks that are printed out-of-spec – usually with weak 
magnetic ink, although it is possible for it to be too strong as well. Most of the time, either the magnetic signal can be interpreted 
anyway if it’s close enough (Digital Check routinely tests our equipment at low signal strengths), or it simply doesn’t look like 
anything and generates a can’t-read error, which is fixed with a few seconds of re-keying. These issues can be tedious, but not 
dangerous.

The real problem occurs when one MICR character reads like another, as 
shown in the magnetic signal graph at right.  This can happen for a number 
of reasons: incorrect signal at just the wrong strength; incorrect spacing 
between MICR line characters; or physical damage to the check, which 
can cause unpredictable results. These tend to product the types of errors 
that can be severe.

The best defense against MICR errors is to employ dual validation, using OCR 
to double-check the MICR line. It will cause marginally more small 
“mismatch” errors that require manual inspection, but it takes hundreds of 
these minor pauses to equal the cost of a single item sent with incorrect 
MICR data.
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COMMON EXCEPTION ITEMS IN CHECK PROCESSING

®

Streaks & General Poor Quality

Cause 
Lens is obscured; scanner requires cleaning.

Typically Found 
On scanners with heavy use, or which have not been 
cleaned in several weeks. 

Occurrence 
Depends on maintenance habits.

Typical Outcome
The scanner stops repeatedly due to apparent jams or 
can’t-read image quality problems. Many other images 
contain streaks or lines that obscure parts of the check. This 
causes a continuous string of manual-entry and possibly 
more severe errors until the problem is fixed.

Comments
Regular cleaning is one of the simplest, but most important, maintenance items needed to maintain image quality. Because 
scanning checks involves paper coming in contact with the rollers and read heads, that means that dirt, dust, and even paper 
rub-off from the checks themselves will eventually make their way into the track and cause problems. 

In cases where a scanner is long overdue for cleaning, some users have reported that the device seems to stop for a paper jam as 
often as every two or three documents, leading them to think the machine is broken! What’s actually happening is that accumu-
lated dirt is obscuring numbers and writing, causing OCR to fail and the device to stop for a can’t-read error. Obviously, the 
operator experience in such a case is terrible, and doing a re-scan once every few documents can make a stack of a few 
hundred checks take an hour.

As with other types of errors, the worst case with an occluded lens is not that it fails to read a check (producing an error that costs a 
few seconds and some frustration), but that it turns one number into another and thinks it has successfully read the check. While 
rare, these items are among the most costly and time-consuming to fix.

Depending on the model, it’s recommended that a cleaning be done once every few thousand to 10,000-15,000 scanned items. 
In tems of cost, it takes a few minutes and about $2 worth of supplies to clean a Digital Check scanner; each stop for a misread 
costs about $0.02 worth of time, and a major error $20-$30 to fix. Cleaning is an activity that quickly pays for itself.
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