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Total Dissolved Solids Test Procedure 
For accurate test results please read the procedure before beginning the test. 
 
What Are Total Dissolved Solids? 
 
"Dissolved solids" refer to any minerals, salts, metals, cations or anions dissolved in water. This includes anything 
present in water other than the pure water (H20) molecule and suspended solids. (Suspended solids are any 
particles/substances that are neither dissolved nor settled in the water, such as sediment or wood pulp.) 
 
In general, the total dissolved solids concentration is the sum of the cations (positively charged) and anions (negatively 
charged) ions in the water.  Parts per million (ppm) is the weight-to-weight ratio of any ion to water. 
 
A TDS meter is based on the electrical conductivity (EC) of water. Pure H20 has virtually zero conductivity. 
Conductivity is usually about 100 times the total cations or anions expressed as equivalents. TDS is calculated by 
converting the EC. 
 
Where Do Dissolved Solids Come From? 
 
Some dissolved solids come from organic sources such as leaves, silt, plankton, and industrial waste and sewage.  
Other sources come from runoff from urban areas, road salts used on street during the winter, and fertilizers and 
pesticides used on lawns and farms. 
 
Dissolved solids also come from inorganic materials such as rocks and air that may contain calcium bicarbonate, 
nitrogen, iron phosphorous, sulfur, and other minerals. Many of these materials form salts, which are compounds that 
contain both a metal and a nonmetal. 
 
Salts usually dissolve in water forming ions. Ions are particles that have a positive or negative charge.  Water may also 
pick up metals such as lead or copper as they travel through pipes used to distribute water to consumers. 
 
Note that the efficacy of water purifications systems in removing total dissolved solids will be reduced over time, so it 
is highly recommended to monitor the quality of a filter or membrane and replace them when required. 
 
Why Should You Measure the TDS Level in Your Water? 
 
EPA Secondary Regulations advise a maximum contamination level (MCL) of 500 mg/l (500 ppm) for TDS. 
Numerous water supplies exceed this level. When TDS levels exceed 1000mg/L it is generally considered unfit for 
human consumption. A high level of TDS is an indicator of potential concerns, and warrants further investigation. 
Most often, high levels of TDS are caused by the presence of potassium, chlorides and sodium. These ions have little 
or no short-term effects, but toxic ions (lead arsenic, cadmium, nitrate and others) may also be dissolved in the water. 
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TDS Test Procedure: 
 
1. Remove the cap.  This is just the gray portion at the very tip of the probe.  Do not unscrew the blue collar just 

behind the cap.  Put the cap into a pocket or somewhere safe so that you do not lose it. 
 
2. Place the strap around your wrist to prevent accidently dropping the probe into the river or on the ground. 

 
3. Press the “On/Off” button if the probe is not already on. 
 
4. Check the screen on the front of the probe.  Look for 

some tiny letters that say “ppm” at the top and “442” 
near the middle. 

 
5. If the probe says something different, press and hold 

the “Hold/Mode” button until the mode reads 
correctly (“ppm”/”442”).  Letting go of the button 
will set the mode. 

 
6. Dip just the tip (or the last inch) of the probe into the 

river. 
 

7. Read the largest number on the top of the screen.  
This is the Total Dissolved Solids reading in ppm (or 
mg/l). 

 
8. Find the “Q-value” of your result.  Is the amount of 

total dissolved solids in the river sample healthy or 
unhealthy? 

 
 

 

 


