
The Basics of EMV Cards 
 

The familiar credit and debit cards with the magnetic stripe on the back are getting a little update 

with a big impact: New cards are coming with technology designed to make them more secure. 

 

These smart cards are known as “EMV” cards, after the companies that developed the 

technology, Europay, MasterCard and Visa. These cards are recognized by the small metallic 

square on the front containing a computer chip. 

 

Financial institutions like Brentwood Bank are embracing this new technology, so when you get 

your next debit card, it will probably contain an EMV chip. 

  

Why it’s happening 

If you’ve traveled abroad, you may already be familiar with EMV cards, also known as smart 

cards or chip cards. They’ve been in use in Europe since the 1990’s, where recent EMV chip 

data shows the technology has helped reduce counterfeit fraud by 63% over a period of ten 

years.  The cards are also standard in Asia and Latin America. 

  

Banking and retail companies in the U.S. have been upgrading equipment to expand the use of 

the more secure technology. In fact, about 600 million smart cards are being issued to 

consumers, according to the not-for-profit group Smart Card Alliance.  The cards will have both 

the magnetic stripe and an EMV chip. 

 

Benefits of EMV 

The magstripes on the back of older credit cards contain static account information, which 

criminals can copy and use to make counterfeit cards. A common scam is to use a “skimmer” 

device on ATM machines — it lifts the financial data from cards that are swiped there. That data 

is then used to make fake cards. 

 

But chip cards can’t be copied in this way. The chip encrypts your information and creates a 

unique one-time use code that is required to authorize transactions. And since these codes 

change with each transaction, trying to counterfeit the cards is pointless. Even if hackers could 

obtain your account information, they wouldn’t be able to match the code that your card’s chip 

generates. 

 

Chip cards make in-person transactions more secure, but when the card doesn’t have to be 

present to complete a purchase — with online shopping, for example — fraud is still an issue. 

You’d still want to take steps to protect your identity.  

 

How EMV cards work 

There are generally two types of EMV transactions: chip-and-signature and chip-and-PIN.  With 

the first, you complete transactions by signing your name, as you would with a traditional credit 

http://www.smartcardalliance.org/smart-cards-intro-market-information/


card. The second type requires you to enter a personal identification number, as you would 

when using an ATM.  

  

To use an EMV card, instead of swiping, you insert the card into the merchant’s card reader, 

wait until the transaction is approved, then withdraw it. Some merchants also have contactless 

technology; you simply hold the card a few inches from the card reader to complete the 

transaction. If you run into a merchant who hasn’t converted to the technology, you can still 

swipe the magnetic stripe as you have in the past. 

  

EMV technology is a big step in card security. When you’re upgraded to an EMV chip card, you 

have the assurance that your in-store purchases are probably safer than ever before. 
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