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Significant Digits (also known as significant figures) 
 
Rules for deciding which digits are significant: 
 1.  Nonzero digits are always significant. 
 2.  All final zeros after the decimal point are significant. 
 3.  Zeros between two other significant digits are always significant. 
 4.  Zeros used solely for spacing the decimal point are not significant. 
 
Examples: 
Using the rules above,  0.0340 mm has  3 ,  960 kg has  2 ,  and 70,080 s has  4  
significant figures. 
 
123.479 m + 35.8 m + 5.32 m = 164.599 m = 164.6 m 
(In addition or subtraction, work with the numbers as they are written, but the final answer must have the same 
level of precision as the least precise number – in this case, precision to the tenths place.) 
  
123.479 kg

35.8 m3  = 3.449134078  kg
 m3  = 3.45  kg

 m3  

(In multiplication or division, work with the numbers as they are written, but the final answer must have the 
same number of significant digits as the number with the least amount of digits – in this case, 3 significant 
digits.) 
 
7.48 m
3.6 m

3 = 2.1 m2 
(In multiplication or division, units are multiplied and divided like numbers.) 
 
Exercises 
 1.  State the number of significant digits in each of the following measurements. 
 
 a.  32.06 kg  ________       b.  0.02 km ________       c.  5400 m      ________       d.  2006 s ________ 
 
 e.  2.9910 m ________       f.  5600 km ________       g.  0.00670 kg ________       h.  809 g  ________ 
  
  

2.  Solve the following problems and give the answers to the correct number of significant 
                 digits.  (All numbers must be written with the correct units.) 
 
 a.  324.54 cm - 25.6 cm = ________________           b.  28.9 g + 300.25 g + 2.945 g = ________________ 
 
 
 c.  82.3 m x 1.254 m = ___________________          d.  (1.2 x 106 m)(3.25 x 104 m) = _________________ 
 

 e.  
32.6 kg
125.4 L

 = __________________________           f.  
4.24 x 10 kg

2.2 x 10  L

- 3

- 4
 = ___________________________ 

 

 g.  
2.647 m
2.0 m

 = __________________________          h.  5.25 cm x 1.3 cm = _________________________ 

 
 
 i.  9.0 cm + 7.66 cm + 5.44 cm = ___________           j.  10.07 g - 3.1 g = ____________________________ 
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Scientific Notation 
 
Scientific notation is a compact way of writing large or small numbers while using only significant digits and 
powers of ten.  
  
Examples: 
0.00265 written in scientific notation would be 2.65 x 10-3. 
(The negative three power of ten indicates that the decimal point should be moved three places to the left.) 
 
7.68 x 105 expanded would be 768,000. 
(The positive power of five indicates that the decimal point should be moved five places to the right.  In this case, zeros are 
needed as placeholders.) 
 
9.6 x 10
3.2 x 10

7
4  = 3.0 x 103. 

(Divide the decimals while keeping the correct number of significant figures.  When dividing powers of ten, subtract the 
bottom  power  of  ten’s  exponent  from  the  top  power  of  ten’s  exponent.    If  multiplying,  add  powers  of  ten.) 
 
(4.5 x 10-2) + (8.2 x 10-3) = 4.5 x 10-2 + 0.82 x 10-2 = 5.32 x 10-2 = 5.3 x 10-2. 
(Before adding or subtracting numbers in scientific notation, all numbers need to have the same power of ten) 
 
Exercises 
 Write the following numbers in scientific notation. 
  
 1.  156.90 _________________________            2.  0.0345 _________________________ 
 
 3.  0.00890 ________________________            4.  560 ____________________________ 
 
 5.  43,200 _________________________            6.  4,320,000 _______________________ 
 
 7.  0.00065 ________________________            8.  101.35 __________________________ 
  
 
 Expand the following numbers. 
 
 9.  1.54 x 104 ____________     10.  2.5 x 10-3 ____________     11.  5.67 x 10-1 ____________ 
 
 
 Solve the following and put your answer in scientific notation.  (With the correct number of 
             significant figures.) 
 

 12.  
6.6x10
3.3x10

8

4  = ___________     13.  
7.4x10
3.7x10

10

3  = ___________     14. 
2.5x10
7.5x10

8

2 = ___________ 

 
 15.  (2.67 x 10-3) - (9.5 x 10-4) = ____________________________________________________ 
 
 16.  (1.56 x 10-7) + (2.43 x 10-8) = ___________________________________________________ 
 
 17.  (2.5 x 10-6)(3.0 x 10-7) = _______________________________________________________ 
 
 18.  (1.2 x 10-9)(1.2 x 107) = ________________________________________________________ 
 
 19.  (2.3 x 104)(2.0 x 10-3) = ________________________________________________________ 
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Factor-Label Unit Conversion 
                                                                    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Common Prefixes: 
 nano has the symbol, n, and means 10-9   (or 0.000000001) 
 micro has the symbol, , and means 10-6  (or 0.000001)       
 milli has the symbol, m, and means 10-3   (or 0.001) 
 centi has the symbol, c, and means 10-2   (or 0.01) 
 kilo has the symbol, k, and means 103      (or 1000) 


