What Were Pennies Made Out Of From
1962-1981

What Were Pennies Made Out Of From 1962-1981 is a fascinating question that taps
into the evolving history of U.S. coinage and the broader economic factors affecting metal
compositions. During this period, pennies underwent significant changes in their materials,
reflecting shifts in resource availability, manufacturing costs, and legislative decisions.
Understanding what pennies were made of from 1962 to 1981 offers insight into not only
the metal composition but also the economic and technological context of the era.

The Composition of Pennies Before 1962

Before delving into the specifics of 1962-1981, it's helpful to understand what pennies were
made of prior to 1962, as this sets a baseline for understanding the changes.

Pre-1943 Penny Composition

- Made primarily from 95% copper and 5% tin and zinc.

- These pennies were known for their reddish appearance due to the high copper content.

- They were quite durable, but the high cost of copper led to changes in composition during
World War Il.

1943 Steel Cent

- During World War Il, from 1943, the U.S. Mint produced pennies made of zinc-coated steel.
- This change was due to copper shortages caused by wartime demands.
- Steel cents were grayish and more susceptible to rust, making them distinct.

The Standard Composition of Pennies From
1962-1981

The period from 1962 to 1981 marked a transition from the traditional copper-based
pennies towards more cost-effective materials. The primary focus during these years was
balancing durability, cost, and metal availability.

1962-1964: Copper-Plated Zinc Pennies

- Material: The pennies produced during these years consisted of a core of 99.2% zinc,
plated with a thin layer of copper.

- Composition Breakdown:

- Core: 99.2% zinc

- Outer layer: 0.8% copper

- Appearance: These coins retained the familiar copper color but were lighter and less



expensive to produce than solid copper coins.
- Reason for Composition: The switch was motivated by rising copper prices and shortages,
prompting the U.S. Mint to experiment with cheaper alternatives.

1965-1981: Pure Zinc Core with Copper Plating

-In 1965, a legislative change officially mandated the use of zinc core pennies with copper
plating, solidifying the composition used for most of this period.

- Material Details:

- Core: 99.2% zinc

- Copper coating: 0.8%

- Manufacturing Process: The coins were struck with a core made of zinc, then electroplated
with copper to give the coin its distinctive appearance.

- Physical Characteristics: These pennies were notably lighter than their earlier copper
counterparts, weighing approximately 2.5 grams compared to the 3.11 grams of pre-1943
copper pennies.

The Reasons Behind the Composition Changes

The shift in penny composition from solid copper to zinc with copper plating was driven by a
combination of economic, resource, and manufacturing considerations.

Economic Factors

- Copper prices surged during the 1960s due to increased industrial demand and resource
scarcity.

- The rising cost of copper made it economically unfeasible to produce pennies from solid
copper.

- Zinc, being cheaper and more abundant, offered a cost-effective alternative.

Resource Availability

- Copper shortages during and after World War Il prompted the U.S. Mint to explore
alternative materials.

- Zinc was readily available and provided a suitable substitute for the base metal in penny
production.

Manufacturing and Durability

- Zinc coins with copper plating proved durable and resistant to wear.
- The electroplating process allowed for a visually similar coin with significantly lower
production costs.



Physical and Chemical Properties of the
1962-1981 Pennies

Understanding the physical and chemical properties of these coins helps in identifying them
and appreciating their manufacturing process.

Physical Characteristics

- Weight: Approximately 2.5 grams.

- Size: Diameter of 19 mm.

- Color: Coppery appearance, though the core is zinc, which can sometimes show through if
the plating is damaged.

- Edge: Reeded (grooved) edge like most modern coins.

Chemical Composition

- Core: 99.2% zinc.

- Outer layer: 0.8% copper, applied via electroplating.

- This composition results in a coin that is primarily zinc with a thin copper coating, which
can wear over time.

Collectibility and Modern Relevance

Today, pennies from 1962-1981 are commonly found in circulation and are often collected
by numismatists interested in the transition period.

Identifying Pennies From 1962-1981

- Look for the coppery color and the size.

- The weight may vary slightly if the coin has wear or damage.

- The absence of any markings indicating a different composition suggests it is from this
period.

Value and Collecting

- Most pennies from this era are worth face value unless they are rare variants or in
exceptionally good condition.
- Some collectors seek out coins with errors or unique die varieties from this period.

Legacy and Impact of Composition Changes

The change in penny composition had lasting effects on coin production and durability.



Durability and Wear

- Zinc pennies with copper plating tend to wear faster, revealing the zinc core over time.
- This can lead to coins with discoloration or corrosion, especially if the plating is
compromised.

Environmental Considerations

- Zinc is more susceptible to corrosion in certain environments, impacting the lifespan of
coins.

- The shift also reduced the environmental impact associated with mining and processing
copper.

Conclusion

From 1962 to 1981, U.S. pennies transitioned from being primarily made of copper to a zinc
core with copper plating. This change was driven largely by economic considerations,
resource availability, and manufacturing efficiencies. The resulting coins are recognizable
by their lighter weight, color, and composition, and they play an important role in the
history of U.S. currency. Today, they serve as a reminder of how economic factors influence
everyday objects and reflect broader technological advancements in coin manufacturing.
Whether for collection or everyday use, understanding what these pennies were made of
enriches our appreciation of their historical significance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What materials were used to make pennies from 1962
to 19812

Pennies from 1962 to 1981 were primarily made of 95% copper and 5% zinc, with some
exceptions in certain years when the composition changed.

Did the composition of pennies change during the
1962-1981 period?

Yes, while most pennies from 1962 to 1981 were mostly copper with zinc, the composition
was adjusted slightly in 1982 to a copper-plated zinc, but prior to that, the majority
contained a high copper content.

Why were pennies made of copper during 1962-1981?

Copper was used because it is durable, corrosion-resistant, and was the standard material
for U.S. pennies before the switch to primarily zinc in 1982 due to rising copper prices.



Were there any special types of pennies made between
1962 and 19812

Yes, during this period, some pennies featured different mint marks such as 'D' for Denver
and 'S' for San Francisco, but the material remained largely consistent with copper and zinc
composition.

How can | identify a penny made between 1962 and
19812

You can identify these pennies by their copper appearance, the date on the coin, and the
mint mark if present. Some coins may also have slight variations in color due to aging but
generally retain the copper look.

Did the value of pennies made from 1962-1981 differ
from their face value due to their metal content?

Typically, the face value remained one cent, but during periods of high copper prices, some
older copper pennies could be worth more as collectibles or for their metal content,
especially if they are in good condition.

Additional Resources
What Were Pennies Made Out Of From 1962-1981

The humble penny has long been a staple of American currency, serving as the smallest
denomination and a familiar sight in everyday transactions. However, what lies beneath its
simple appearance is a fascinating history of material composition and economic shifts.
Between 1962 and 1981, the composition of U.S. pennies underwent notable changes,
reflecting broader technological, economic, and legislative developments. Understanding
what pennies were made of during this period offers insight not only into the minting
process but also into the economic climate of mid-20th-century America.

Historical Context of U.S. Pennies (1962-1981)

Before delving into the specific materials, it's essential to appreciate the context
surrounding the U.S. penny during these decades. The period from 1962 to 1981 was
marked by significant economic changes, including inflationary pressures, the end of the
gold standard, and shifts in metal commodity prices. These factors influenced coinage
policies and the materials used in minting coins.

During this era, the U.S. Mint aimed to balance cost-effectiveness with durability and anti-
counterfeiting measures. As a result, the composition of the penny evolved, particularly in



response to rising metal prices and the need for cheaper, more readily available materials.

The Composition of Pennies: An Overview

The composition of U.S. pennies from 1962 to 1981 can be broadly categorized into two
main periods:

1. 1962-1967: The transition period where the penny was primarily made of pure copper.
2.1968-1981: The period during which the penny was primarily made of zinc with a copper
plating.

This shift was driven by economic factors, notably the rising cost of copper, which made the
traditional copper penny increasingly expensive to produce.

Pennies Made Out of Copper (1962-1967)

Material Composition

From 1962 through 1967, U.S. pennies were composed of 95% copper and 5% zinc. This
alloy, known as "bronze," was the standard for pennies since the late 19th century. The use
of copper was well-established, and these coins were valued not only for their durability but
also for their intrinsic metal content.

Key Features of Copper Pennies (1962-1967):

- Material: 95% copper, 5% zinc

- Weight: Approximately 3.11 grams

- Diameter: 19.05 mm

- Edge: Plain (smooth)

- Design: The Lincoln Memorial design was introduced in 1959 and continued through 1964,
after which the design changed to the Lincoln Bicentennial in 2009, but the composition
remained consistent during this period.

Economic and Practical Considerations

Using copper was economically viable during the early 1960s, as the price of copper was
relatively stable. However, as the decade progressed, copper prices began to rise sharply
due to increased industrial demand and geopolitical factors. This made the cost of
producing copper pennies increasingly prohibitive, prompting the U.S. Mint to seek



alternative compositions.

Collectibility and Historical Significance

Copper pennies from 1962-1967 are notable for their composition, which affects their value
among collectors. While most circulated coins have modest worth, coins in uncirculated
condition or with minting errors can command higher prices. Additionally, these pennies
serve as tangible links to a pre-coinage era and reflect the metal standards of mid-20th-
century America.

The Shift to Zinc-Coated Cents (1968-1981)

Why the Change?

By the late 1960s, the cost of copper had skyrocketed, making the traditional 95% copper
penny economically unsustainable. The U.S. Mint faced rising production costs and an
urgent need to reduce expenses without sacrificing the coin's integrity. Consequently, in
1968, the penny's composition was fundamentally altered to incorporate a core of zinc,
coated with a thin layer of copper.

Material Composition Details

- Starting in 1968, U.S. pennies were made of 97.5% zinc with a 2.5% copper plating.

- This composition is often referred to as zinc cents or clad cents.

- The change represented a significant cost-saving measure, as zinc is substantially cheaper
than copper.

Physical Characteristics:

- Weight: About 2.5 grams, lighter than the earlier copper pennies

- Diameter: Maintained at 19.05 mm for consistency

- Designs: The Lincoln Memorial design remained, with the Lincoln Memorial appearing on
the reverse until 2008, after which a series of new reverse designs was introduced.

Manufacturing Process and Material Benefits

The new composition involved a clad process, where a zinc core was sandwiched between
layers of copper. The process involved electroplating the outer surface with a thin copper
layer, giving the coin its familiar appearance. This method provided several advantages:



- Cost Efficiency: Zinc is significantly cheaper than copper, dramatically reducing minting
costs.

- Weight Reduction: Lighter coins meant less material per coin, further decreasing
expenses.

- Durability: The copper plating helped maintain the coin's durability and corrosion
resistance.

Economic Impact and Public Reception

The transition to zinc-coated cents was largely driven by economic necessity. The change
was initially met with some controversy, as some collectors and the public noticed
differences in appearance and weight. Over time, however, the zinc-coated penny became
a standard, and its widespread use persisted through 1981.

Implications of Material Changes

Counterfeiting and Security Features

The material composition impacts not only the cost but also the coin's security features.
The shift to zinc and the clad process made counterfeiting more difficult, as the coins’
weight and magnetic properties changed. Zinc's magnetic properties, in particular, became
a useful feature for vending machines and coin verification devices.

Economic Considerations and Metal Prices

The decision to switch from copper to zinc was primarily driven by the volatile prices of
metals. During the late 1960s and early 1970s, the price of copper increased sharply,
making it economically unviable to continue minting copper pennies. The zinc core helped
stabilize production costs and allowed the Mint to produce coins more economically.

Durability and Wear

While zinc-coated pennies are generally durable, they tend to wear more quickly than solid
copper coins. The thin copper plating can erode over time, revealing the zinc core
underneath. This wear can affect the coin's appearance but generally does not impact its
acceptance in circulation.



Summary of Material Composition (1962-1981)

| Year Range | Composition | Key Features |

oo oo oo |
| 1962-1967 | 95% copper, 5% zinc | Solid copper alloy, heavier, more expensive |

| 1968-1981 | 97.5% zinc core with 2.5% copper plating | Zinc core with copper plating,
lighter, cost-effective |

Legacy and Modern Relevance

The material history of pennies from 1962 to 1981 underscores broader themes in coinage:
adapting to economic pressures, balancing durability with cost, and responding to
technological advancements. Today, the penny's composition continues to evolve, with
debates about its continued utility and material costs. Nonetheless, coins from this period
remain a significant part of numismatic history, representing a transitional phase driven by
economic necessity.

Conclusion

The transformation of the U.S. penny from 1962 to 1981 reflects a pragmatic response to
economic realities, technological innovations, and changing resource prices. The initial
copper composition, valued for its longevity and intrinsic worth, was replaced by a zinc core
with copper plating to reduce costs and adapt to rising metal prices. These changes not
only impacted the physical properties and appearance of the coins but also influenced their
circulation, collectibility, and cultural significance. Understanding what pennies were made
of during this period offers a window into American economic history and the ongoing
evolution of its currency system.

In essence, the penny’s journey from copper to zinc-coated coins encapsulates a story of
adaptation, innovation, and economic pragmatism—a small but telling chapter in the
broader narrative of American coinage.
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