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Significant Figures  

•  Definition: 
– All known digits in a measurement plus 

one estimated digit  



Use:  

•  Show  precision with which a 
measurement was made 
– 10.205 g is more precise than 10.2 g 

•  Preserve precision of measurements 
while doing calculations 
– 10.235 g + 4.110 g = 14.345 g 



Rules for Identifying: 

•  Is the digit a zero? 
•  Is the zero between other numbers? 
•  Is it at the end of the number?  

(trailing} 
•  Is it at the beginning of the number? 

(Leading) 
•  Is there a decimal point in the number? 



Nonzero digits - 
SIGNIFICANT 

•  All nonzero digits, 1-9, are always 
considered significant 

•  EX: 
– 14.7 g   3 SD 
– 2 g has 1 SD 
– 4.5 g has ______  SD 
– 5862 g has _____ SD 



Captive zeros - 
SIGNIFICANT 

•  Zeros between 2 nonzero digits are 
always significant 

•  EX: 
– 505 g  has 3 SD 
– 10001 g has 5 SD 
– 5.002 g  has 4 SD 
– 104 has ___ SD 
– 10.006 has ___ SD 



Trailing Zeros - decimal point 
- Significant 

•  Zeros at the end of a number and after 
a decimal point are always significant 

•  EX.  
– 10.0 g has 3 SD 
– 10.00 g has 4 SD 
– 10.000 g has 5 SD 
– 15.0 g has ____ SD 
– 280.00 g has ____ SD 



Trailing zeros - no decimal 
point - NOT SIGNIFICANT 

•  Zeros at the end of a number with no 
decimal point are never significant 

•  EX 
– 750 g  has 2 SD 
– 10 g has 1 SD 
– 2450 g has 3 SD 
– 760 has ____ SD 
– 6000 has ____ SD 



Leading Zeros - NEVER 
SIGNIFICANT 

•  Zeros leading all other numbers are 
never significant 

•  EX: 
– 00768 g  has 3 SD - zeros are NOT 

significant 
– 0.00768 g has 3 SD  - zeros are NOT 

significant 
– 0.7680 has 4 SD (trailing zero) 
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Significant Digits 
Number Zeros to

Count
Example Number of

Significant Digits
Nonzero
digits All *8341* 4

Leading
Zeros None 0.000*79* 2

Captive
Zeros All *1200.00043* 9

Trailing
Zeros

Only if
Decimal

Point
*400.0* or

*4*00
4 and 1

Scientific
Notation All *3.7* X 10-2 2



Summary: 

•  00700.7000 g 
– 7 SD; all but those on far left observed 


