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Basic Techniques: 
 

1. Magnet – a magnet is used to help determine the composition of the 
coin. Ferrous materials, such as iron and steel, will be attached by the 
magnet. A good example is a 1943 steel cent that has been copper 
coated to be passed off as a rare 1943 copper cent. Most US coins are 
not attracted to a magnet. 

2. Scale capable of measuring to a 0.1 of a gram - Many counterfeit 
coins do not weight the proper amount and this is a simple method to 
determine if a coin is struck on a plancet made from the wrong alloy. 
A quick measurement and comparison to the weights in Table 1 can 
give you a definitive answer on the authenticity of the coin. The Red 
Book also contains weight information for US coins.  An electronic 
scale capable of measuring up to 50 grams with 0.01 gram accuracy 
can be purchased on-line for less than $25.00. They are typically used 
in the jewelry business. 

3. Vernier Caliper – this simple device is used to measure the diameter 
of the coins to +/- 0.1 mm. Plastic versions of this instrument cost less 
that $10.00. 

4. Visual examination using a 10X to 30X Magnifying Glass – Use the 
magnifying glass to examine the coin’s surface and edges to look for 
irregularities. Things to check for: seam around the edge indicating a 
cast coin, small raised spots in the field of the coin, unrealistic or 
flawed styling of devices and legends. Compare the coin to the picture 
in the Red Book or on-line photos of the genuine coin to look for 
obvious mistakes made by the counterfeiters. Pay careful attention to 
the date and mint mark of the coin, an added or removed mint mark or 
altered date can make a large difference in the value of a coin. 

5. Ring Test – A simple test can be performed to determine if a coin is 
silver. The coin to be tested is balanced on the tip of a finger. Strike 
the test coin lightly on the edge with a silver coin. If the coin is sliver 
it will ring for several seconds with a sweet, high-pitched sound. The 
higher the silver content, the longer the ring will last.  

6. Specific gravity testing. 
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Examples of Counterfeit Coins 
 
 

  
 
Figure 1 – Counterfeit 1857 Half Dollar. Measured diameter: 30.5 mm (correct 30.61 
mm). Measured weight 8.75 gm ( correct 12.441 gm). 
 
 

  
 
 
Figure 2 – Counterfeit 1878-S Trade Dollar. Measured diameter: 37.9 mm (correct 38.1 
mm). Measured weight: 22.22 gm (correct 27.216 +/- 0.097 gm) 
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Table 1 – Weight, Diameter, and Composition of US Coins 
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