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When performing calculations, there are rules to follow for handling significant
figures (SF). In this activity, we will only focus on the four fundamental
mathematical operations.

1. Addition and subtraction. The answer should contain the least number of
digits after the decimal point contained by a humber in the operation.
Example: 3.4211 &  four digits after the decimal point
- 210 <€  two digits after the decimal point
1.32 €&  two digits after the decimal point
2. Multiplication and division. The answer should have the least number of
significant figures contained by a number in the operation.
Example: 9.000 <« four significant figures
= 1.7 €  two significant figures
5.3 €  two significant figures

In performing mathematical operations, we must round off numbers properly.
We should determine first how many digits need to be retained. Then, we look at the
leftmost digit to be dropped:

o If the digit to be dropped is less than 5, the number preceding it should remain
the same. In the first example, we round off 1.3211 to 1.32 if asked to round off
to hundredths (two decimal places).

o If the digit to be dropped is greater than 5, the number preceding it is increased
by 1. For example, if we wish to retain two SF, the number 5.2941 is rounded
off to 5.3 which has two SF.

o If the digit to be dropped is 5 with no digits or only zeros following, an even
number preceding it is retained, while an odd number is increased by 1. For
example, if we wish to retain three SF, 5.84500 will be rounded off to 5.84 and
9.15500 to 9.16.

Exercise: Carry out the indicated operation for each item below. Remember to only
round off the final answer and not the answer in-between operations. Show
your step-by-step solutions.

-6 2 -7 2
a) 347X 10" m” +84x 107" m b)  (7.25x 102 N) x (2.0 x 10~5 m)

3.0 X 10> m






