The rules for writing and identifying significant figures are:

1) All nonzero digits (digits from 1 to 9) are significant. Thus, the number 129.454 contains six significant figures.

2) Zero digits that occur between nonzero digits are significant. The number 390.02 contains five significant figures. (Note: The decimal point does not affect the number of significant digits.)

3) Zeros that occur at the end of a number (i.e., on the right-hand side) that include an expressed decimal point are significant. The presence of the decimal point is taken as an indication that the measurement is exact to the places indicated. The number 57500. contains five significant figures and 34.00 contains four significant figures.


4) Zeros at the beginning of a number (i.e., on the left-hand side) are considered to be placeholders and are not significant. The number 0.00078 contains two significant figures and 0.302 contains three significant figures. (Note: It is common practice to place a zero in front of the decimal point preceding a decimal fraction. It acts as a placeholder only.)


5) Zeros that occur at the end of a number (i.e., on the right-hand side) without an expressed decimal point are not considered to be significant. The number 575000 contains three significant figures and 2000 contains one significant figure.

One way of indicating that some or all the zeros are significant is to write the number in scientific notation form. For example, a number such as 2000 would be written as 2 x 103 if it contains one significant figure, and as 2.0 x 103 if it contains two significant figures.

Numerical Operations with Significant Figures

Addition and Subtraction

When adding (or subtracting) approximate numbers, round off the sum (or difference) to the number of decimal places as the quantity having the fewest number of decimal places

Example 67.25 + 721.2 + 30.006 + 2.43 = 820.886 which would be rounded off to 820.9

Multiplication and Division

When multiplying (or dividing) round off the product (or quotient) so that the final answer contains only as many significant figures as the measurement having the smallest number of significant figures.

Example: 3.01 x 1.4 x 725.1 = 3055.5714 which would be rounded off to 3100 (based on the 1.4 which contains two significant figures)

